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Prologue

Alexius positioned herself very carefully for
this meeting; she intended to use every possible advantage that she
had or could create. The sun was streaming in through the
south-facing window of her sitting room, illuminating her chair and
making her long, wavy hair shine like gold. She knew that the
bright yellow of her hair set off the startling blue of her eyes,
and the very dark blue dress that she wore made her eyes look even
larger than normal. The combination was stunning, or so people had
told her many times in the past. Alexius just hoped the man she was
about to meet with would be impressed.

A knock sounded at the door, and a servant
entered hesitantly.

“My Lady,” he said. “Your… guest is here to
see you.”

“Show him in,” Alexius replied, settling her
skirts around her chair so that they lay just right. She stiffened,
straightening her back in an attempt to look regal.

The gentleman the servant ushered into the
room was wearing a dark blue velvet doublet with black pants, both
meticulously decorated with intricate stitching done in golden
thread. He wore knee-high boots, also adorned with gold stitching,
and a highly fashionable black velvet half-cape. As he swept into
the room, he swirled his cape in an elaborate bow of greeting, his
gray eyes never leaving Alexius’ face. Then he glided the rest of
the way across the floor, graceful as a dancer, to take Alexius’
hand in his.

“Your Ladyship!” he exclaimed, his voice
pitched slightly higher than one would expect for a man of his
stature. “You look positively exquisite in that dress. And the way
the color accents your eyes! Truly, you are a sight to behold.”

The man gently raised Alexius’ hand to his
lips and kissed her fingertips delicately.

“Is there anything else I can do for you,
milady?” the servant called from the door, nervous and eager to be
gone. His mistress wasn’t the most stable of women, and he liked to
be around her as little as possible.

“No. You are excused.”

Alexius never took her eyes off the man in
front of her, taking note of his dark hair and eyes as she
dismissed the servant. Her visitor’s face was strangely
nondescript, and she thought that he looked remarkably plain,
neither attractive nor ugly.

As soon as the servant was gone and the door
to the room closed, everything about her visitor changed. Gone were
the gliding walk and the simpering words, replaced instead with a
confident stride and a commanding voice. His gaze hardened, and a
scowl marred his face.

“Let’s get down to business,” he said, moving
across the room and leaning against the wall so that the sun
streamed into Alexius’ eyes.

“Certainly,” she replied. “I like a man who
doesn’t beat around the bush.” She giggled.

“Who do you want me to kill?” the assassin
asked, his voice growing harder.

Alexius chuckled, taking an instant liking to
the man before her. “I need to you kill Princess Aislynn of
Evendell,” she said. “Slit her throat, stab her in the heart,
poison her, throw her from a building...”

The assassin nodded and waited for her to
stop.

With effort, she composed herself. “Last I
heard, and there’s no reason to suspect that anything has changed
in the past little while, she was still at court awaiting my... I
mean, her wedding day.”

“And you want to make sure that the marriage
doesn’t happen, right?”

Alexius nodded. Aislynn had stolen Eryk, who
was always supposed to marry her, and the princess was
responsible for Eryk banishing her to this rustic country estate.
Aislynn had ruined Alexius’ life, and she was determined to end
Aislynn’s life in return. Besides, Eryk had to marry somebody, and
with Aislynn out of the way…

“That shouldn’t be a problem, unless she’s
getting married in the next couple of days. Which court?” the
assassin asked.

“She’s the betrothed of King Eryk of
Bacovia,” Alexius supplied, smiling.

The assassin stepped away from the wall and
bowed to her. “Our business is concluded,” he said.

“You’ll take the contract then?”

“No,” he replied calmly. “I can’t help
you.”

Alexius wasn’t used to having her wishes
thwarted, and she rose to her feet in anger. “And why not?” she
demanded, outrage marring her beautiful face.

The assassin looked over his shoulder
briefly, pausing on his way to the door. “That whole court has been
blacklisted by the guild,” he explained. “On the last contract we
had there, we lost four people.”

“That’s why I contacted you! Your guild has
had experience with the castle and the way things work there. I can
help you with my knowledge of the castle too, so surely that works
to your advantage. And you must want revenge.”

The man shook his head and turned away,
taking another few steps toward the door.

“I’ll double your usual fee,” Alexius called
after him. “Even triple it, if that’s what it takes.”

The assassin paused again, his hand reaching
for the doorknob. Instead of replying, he reached into the pocket
of his doublet and tossed something toward Alexius. She
automatically turned her head and covered her face with her hands,
and when she glanced back at the door, the assassin was gone.

With a thwarted scream, she walked over to
where the object lay glinting on the carpet. Bending to pick it up,
Alexius saw that it was a small gold coin stamped with a black
scorpion, but an X scratched across it marred the design.

She sighed loudly. “I guess that’s a no
then,” she muttered to herself.

Oh well, that wasn’t the only guild. She had
plenty of money to spread around, and there was more than one way
to get the job done. While she contacted another guild, Alexius was
sure that she’d be able to find at least one disgruntled servant to
pay off, or a guard to bribe. Aislynn had to pay for what she’d
done, and Alexius was determined that she’d pay dearly indeed for
her transgressions.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

Byron finally stood up from his desk,
stretching to ease the pain that had started in his lower back.
Then he ran his fingers through his short, sandy-blond hair and
sighed.

“I can’t believe how long this is taking,” he
said out loud to himself, looking over the mess of papers on his
desk. “There is a ridiculous amount of paperwork associated with
this job.”

Byron was the captain of Bacovia’s royal
guard, and he hated the paperwork and all of the other
administrative tasks that came with his position. He had started
his career in the army and much preferred the more active aspects
of his job.

He’d been busy all morning, going over
applications for the last of the empty guard positions created
during the conflict that had ended a few short months ago. He was
still trying to find men who would be just the right match for his
guard, and he was pretty sure that he’d narrowed down the
candidates to an acceptable number. Now he just had to arrange to
have them come in and be “interviewed”. A wicked grin spread across
his face, making his bright blue eyes sparkle, and Byron left his
office to go find Aislynn; he had a very interesting idea for the
interviews stirring around in the back of his mind.

Just as he neared the door of the barracks,
Owen, his second-in-command, stumbled in from the courtyard
outside, his dark brown hair and most of his uniform covered in
snow. Seeing Byron, he straightened and saluted smartly.

“Captain,” Owen said. “I wouldn’t go out
there if I were you.”

“Oh really? Is there a snowstorm I should
know about?” Byron asked as he gestured toward Owen, who was
starting to drip water on to the floor as the snow covering him
slowly began to melt.

“Not a snowstorm, no,” Owen replied.

“Then, I don’t see any reason not to be about
my business.”

“Just make sure you pick the right side,” his
lieutenant called out in warning as Byron opened the door and
walked out into chaos.

It took him a few moments to take it all in,
but the cause of Owen’s snowy appearance soon became apparent.
There had been another snowfall last night, and with the slightly
warmer temperatures over the past few days, the snow had a damp
consistency that allowed people to pack and form it very easily.
Because of this “packing snow”, it appeared that certain members of
the court had decided to begin a snowball war.

Once he had a chance to look around, Byron
could see that the lines of battle were clearly drawn. There were a
couple of guards trying unsuccessfully to make their way across the
courtyard to the barracks, and the king, Eryk, had found himself
some meager defense behind a hastily built wall of snow. Mateo,
Eryk’s guard, appeared to be busily making snowballs for his liege
to throw, his head bent in concentration and his short brown curls
full of snow.

Closest to Byron and just a few feet to his
right was Princess Aislynn of Evendell, Eryk’s fiancée and
magically bound bodyguard. She had taken refuge behind a snow wall
of her own, and she appeared to be the only one not covered in
snow. Her brown hair had a light dusting of snow on it, and as
another snowball impacted with her defensive wall, Byron saw that
the snow came from those unsuccessful attacks and not a successful
volley.

It was apparently her against everyone else.
Now he understood what Owen had meant about choosing sides – if you
didn’t side with Aislynn, you were apparently a target. It didn’t
look like Aislynn had noticed him yet, so Byron crouched down and
gathered some of the snow at his feet.

“I’d be very careful if I were you, Captain,”
Aislynn called, still not turning to look at him. Ignoring her
warning, he formed the snow into a ball, and lobbed it at Aislynn’s
unprotected flank. Suddenly, she whirled to face him, her thrown
snowball impacting against his and exploding them both.

Taking advantage of Aislynn’s momentary
distraction, both guards and Eryk threw snowballs from the other
side of the courtyard. Out of nowhere, a blur of gray dashed out
from behind their intended target, and Cheta, Aislynn’s magical
companion, snagged the three snowballs that were heading toward her
partner right out of the air. Distracted, Byron didn’t notice the
snowball coming toward him until it was too late.

Thwack! It was a clear hit, right in the
middle of his chest, and since she threw it from such a close
range, the impact actually knocked him back a little bit.

“You picked the wrong side!” Eryk called from
across the courtyard, having witnessed Aislynn’s attack on the
captain. “If you hurry, you may only get hit once or twice more
before you reach us over here.”

Byron’s innumerable sparring sessions with
Aislynn over the past months, something he tried to do each morning
in order to help the assassin stay in shape as well as learn new
tricks himself, had given him an appreciation for her accuracy with
all things thrown. Taking Eryk’s warning to heart, he dashed across
the courtyard as fast as he could. He made sure that he dodged from
side to side a little, trying to evade the attacks he knew were
coming from behind him, but she was too good for that. Before
reaching the scant refuge of Eryk's wall, the princess actually hit
Byron three times.

“Welcome!” the king greeted him as Byron slid
into place, Eryk’s dark blue eyes glittering with delight. “Feel
free to create some more ammunition. Mateo is doing a pretty good
job, but now that there are five of us, maybe we can take her.”

“Not likely,” commented one of the young
guards trapped there with them. “We’ve been trying to get across
the courtyard for about twenty minutes now. If Owen couldn’t help
tip the odds, I’m not sure anybody can.”

Byron had to agree with the young man. Owen
was one of the best they had when it came to thrown weapons, but
even he wasn’t a match for Aislynn and her years of training.
Having a trained assassin around could be damaging to the ego, he
thought to himself, and not for the first time since he’d met
her.

“And Cheta isn’t making it any easier,” Eryk
chimed in. “Every time we think we’re actually going to hit the
princess, her eesprid comes out of nowhere and eats the
damned snowball!”

Byron looked at Eryk and the frustration
written all over his face, and he just had to laugh. “I remember a
dagger-throwing contest with your princess,” he said. “The wolf
kept snatching my daggers out of the air. She probably thinks
snowballs are easy!”

The game continued, and despite the fact that
there were five of them against her, they never managed to hit
Aislynn with even a single snowball. Mateo and one of the two
guards kept a steady stream of snowballs coming to the other three,
but Aislynn had nobody helping her.

“Where is she getting all the snowballs
from?” Byron asked, his confusion apparent in his tone.

“I think Cheta’s digging up the snow and
pushing it close enough so that Aislynn can reach it. I’m positive
that she’s reusing some of what we throw at her too,” Eryk replied
before tossing another snowball across the courtyard. This one came
close, and they watched Cheta catch it before it could hit his
intended target.

“This so isn’t fair!” Eryk whined
dramatically, the grin plastered across his face showing how much
he was actually enjoying the game.

“Whose idea was this, anyway?” Byron wanted
to know. Eryk blushed, the color startling next to his
shoulder-length black hair, and looked guilty. Byron immediately
knew the answer to his question, but he waited for Eryk to confess
anyway. He did like to torment his friend and king from time to
time.

“We were going to go for a ride,” the king
explained, “but once I got out here and saw all this great snow, I
couldn’t help myself. I picked up a big handful of it and threw it
at her, and here we are.”

Byron laughed. From the look of Eryk, Aislynn
had more than paid him back for what little snow he had likely
managed to get on her. Byron actually pitied the king a little bit.
He suspected that Aislynn was going to be a very difficult queen to
live with every now and again. Everyone knew that she was difficult
enough now and she didn’t technically have any real power yet since
she was currently only Eryk’s chief advisor.

A commotion at the gates finally ended the
snowball war. One second, there were snowballs flying everywhere,
and the next, Aislynn was rushing across the open area and heading
for the gate, her long brown hair streaming behind her. Eryk tried
to take advantage of her lack of protective walls, but Cheta was
still running interference, and Aislynn arrived at her destination
unscathed.

“Marja!” Aislynn cried happily, and Eryk
glanced over. He saw Aislynn’s friend Marja arriving on horseback,
accompanied by his own best friend, Branden, who was also Marja’s
husband. Eryk let the snowball in his hand drop to the ground and
headed for the gates himself, followed closely by Byron and Mateo.
The other two guards, relieved to be finally free of the barrage of
snowy missiles, rushed for the barracks and some dry clothes.

Marja slid down from the back of her horse,
and Aislynn immediately wrapped her arms around her friend.

“What are you doing here?” Aislynn asked,
happiness evident in her voice and the look on her face. “I wasn’t
expecting you until tomorrow for the party.”

Branden was dismounting from his own horse
just as Eryk reached the small group, and Eryk reached out a hand
to steady him as Branden stumbled a little when he reached the
ground.

“Thanks,” Branden said quietly, not looking
at his friend and obviously embarrassed. “I still forget about the
lack of mobility sometimes.”

Eryk squeezed Branden’s shoulder briefly,
showing his support and understanding, and Aislynn smiled sadly at
him. Branden had sustained a very serious injury at the end of the
conflict with Madelia this past fall, when a Madelian infiltrator
had turned on him. The traitor stabbed Branden in the back, the
long gash slicing deeply into the muscles of his back and hip. The
horrible wound then became infected, and since his recovery,
Branden found that things like the cold affected his range of
movement, and he would stumble every now and again.

Looking around the group, Aislynn thought to
herself that Branden certainly wasn’t the only one with scars from
the war. The damage done was evident in Byron’s slightly husky
voice and the jagged scar where he’d had his throat slit, as well
as in the silence and depression Mateo suffered ever since the
death of his twin brother. Her own scars were both visible, like
the brand on her arm, and invisible, from the attack she had
suffered. Aislynn shuddered a little at the memory, and turned back
to Marja and something much happier.

“Well you may be here early, but that
certainly doesn’t mean that we’re going to leave you outside. Let’s
go in and we can catch up. I feel like it’s been months since I’ve
seen you!” As she spoke, Aislynn took Marja’s arm and started to
lead her across the courtyard, the men following closely behind
them.

Marja glanced at Aislynn from the corner of
her eye, an odd little look on her face. “It has been a
couple of months,” she confirmed, a little shyly.

Picking up on her friend’s odd behavior,
Aislynn stopped at the base of the stairs leading into the castle
and turned to look at her, Aislynn’s brown eyes meeting Marja’s
green ones steadily. She looked at Marja critically, trying to
figure out what was going on.

“I haven’t been feeling well,” Marja added,
with a wide smile. “Ever since a couple of weeks after the wedding,
actually, and especially in the morning.”

Branden came up behind his wife and wrapped
his arms protectively around her, the couple looking at Aislynn,
their blond heads close together while they waited with expectant
smiles. It was obvious that they both thought she should be able to
figure out what was going on. Eryk put it all together.

“Really?” Eryk asked excitedly. “That’s
great! Congratulations to both of you.”

Seeing that Aislynn still didn’t understand,
Eryk leaned over and whispered in her ear. “They’re going to have a
baby, silly.”

Aislynn’s reaction to the announcement was
everything that Marja was hoping. Her jaw initially dropped in
shock as she tried unsuccessfully to juxtapose the image of her
childhood friend with an image of a young mother. Regardless of how
hard a time she had envisioning it, Aislynn knew that this was what
Marja had always wanted, so she was very happy for the couple. It
was obvious that the development pleased them both.

Letting a grin spread across her face,
Aislynn hugged Marja and offered her congratulations to her friend
and to Branden. Byron, who was also smiling, added his best wishes
as well.

“Let’s get everyone inside and warmed up,”
Eryk said as he gestured for Branden and Marja to precede him up
the stairs. Byron went up the stairs first, heading into the castle
to arrange for someone to send some refreshments to Eryk’s study.
He also still wanted to speak to Aislynn about the guard
interviews, and hoped that he’d be able to pull her away from Marja
for a few minutes.

Branden and Marja went up the stairs next,
his arm around her waist for support on the slightly icy steps.
Eryk offered Aislynn his arm before following them. She just looked
at him for a minute, and Eryk honestly thought that she wasn’t
going to forgive him for throwing snow at her earlier, but then she
smiled and wrapped her arm around his.

The royal couple started up the staircase,
Mateo following closely behind them, just as the sun finally broke
free of the clouds. Aislynn stepped back out from underneath the
overhanging balcony, pulling Eryk with her, and turned her face up
to the warm sunlight. There had been a lot of snow these past few
days, and it had been cloudy for what seemed like weeks, so she was
determined to enjoy this little bit of sunshine, even if only
briefly.

The sunlight turned the churned mess in the
courtyard into a sparkling winter wonderland. The mounds of snow
scattered here and there transformed into glittering sculptures,
and the icicles hanging off of the buildings added another level of
beauty to the landscape.

“Come on,” Eryk said impatiently, tugging at
Aislynn’s arm. “You can sunbathe later. We have guests waiting for
us inside.”

Reluctantly, Aislynn let the king drag her
out of the sunlight and toward the door.

Just as they reached the shadows, there was a
resounding crack from above their heads. Aislynn glanced up, an
automatic action, and was astounded to see all of the ice from the
edge of the balcony above plummeting toward them. Reacting on
instinct and the need to keep the king safe, Aislynn planted both
of her hands on Eryk’s back to push him toward the door and out of
the way of the falling icicles.

Getting Eryk to safety required all of
Aislynn’s strength. She had to take a step forward, to put her
weight behind the shove, and that put her directly in the path of
the rapidly descending ice. Knowing that she was out of time to get
out of the way, Aislynn crouched down instead, covering her head
with her arms. All she could do was make herself the smallest
possible target, try to protect the vital and sensitive areas, and
hope for the best.

The ice slammed into her, fracturing on
impact and sending dagger-like shards in every direction.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

Eryk stumbled forward as Aislynn hit him from
behind. He’d heard the sound of the ice breaking off, but it hadn’t
really registered with him. All he knew was that he was suddenly
falling toward the threshold of the castle door, and Aislynn was no
longer holding his arm. As soon as he found his footing again, Eryk
spun around to see what had happened, and he gasped as he watched
the ice crash into his beloved.

Mateo was already moving, rushing forward to
assist the princess and getting hit by numerous shards of ice in
the process. He ignored the pieces of ice that were flying through
the air, as well as those on the ground, as he dropped down to his
knees and started to push big chunks of ice and snow out of the
way. Eryk rushed forward to help as well, cutting his hands on the
sharp ice as he worked.

Once they moved the largest pieces off of
her, Aislynn was able to stand back up, a cascade of ice shards
falling off of her as she moved. She could feel the anxiety
radiating from Eryk through the magical link that bound her to him,
and she was quick to reassure him.

“I’m fine,” she said with a smile, shaking
her head to dislodge the last of the icicles from her hair. “I’ll
probably have some wicked bruises tomorrow, but I think you and
Mateo are more badly injured than I am.”

Eryk glanced down at his hands, which were
bleeding from numerous tiny cuts and scratches. Mateo’s hands
looked much the same and it appeared as if the guard had also
managed to cut one of his knees. Eryk shook his head, looking at
the pile of ice on the steps.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Well, it’s been warmer these past few days,
so I guess the ice was weakening. The sunlight must have been warm
enough to loosen it that last little bit, and we were just
unfortunate enough to be caught underneath it when it fell. It was
just an accident, and there was no real harm done. The ice was soft
enough that it shattered on impact instead of remaining as one
solid piece. That would have been a lot worse.”

The three of them made their way inside and
caught up again with Marja and Branden, who had continued to the
study and the snacks waiting for them all there.

“What took you all so long?” Byron asked as
they entered.

“We were caught by some falling ice,” Aislynn
explained. “No big deal, but it would likely be a good idea to pass
word around the castle that the ice is loose and falling. Someone
is going to have to clean up the stairs too.”

Byron passed the message along to Owen via a
servant, and the gentlemen settled on to the comfortable furniture
to catch up. When Aislynn didn’t immediately sit down with the
others, Eryk glanced at her in curiosity.

“I’m just going to go and make sure that
everything is on track for tomorrow,” she explained, starting to
head toward the door.

“Would you like to come with me?” she asked
Marja, looking back over her shoulder. Marja nodded her head and
started to rise from the couch were she had perched herself, but
Byron interrupted her movement with an outstretched hand.

“If I could just steal a moment of your
time,” Byron asked Aislynn with an apologetic smile. “There’s
something I need to talk to you about. It’ll just take a minute
though, I promise.”

Aislynn nodded, and she and Byron walked over
to the other side of the study to where Eryk’s desk was located.
Reaching her destination, just out of earshot from the others as
long as they spoke quietly, Aislynn leaned against the large piece
of furniture and waited for Byron to start.

“Well, you know that we’ve been trying to
fill the vacant positions in the royal guard for the past few
months,” he explained, jumping right to the heart of the matter.
“I’ve finally narrowed down the candidates for the last four
positions, and I was hoping that you would help me with their
interviews.”

The military conflict with Madelia had
resulted in a large number of dead or missing guards. There had
been traitors inside the group, and they had let a contingent of
the foreign army into the castle, an attack that had resulted in
the deaths of a number of the previous council members as well as
deaths in the guard itself. Byron had easily been able to replace
some of those guardsmen with willing applicants from the army, all
of whom had proven themselves in battle, but the last few positions
had been harder to fill. With the recent deception so fresh in
their minds, Byron and Owen were being very careful about who they
were accepting into the castle.

“I’d be more than willing to help, you know
that,” Aislynn replied with a smile for her friend. “What did you
have in mind?”

The two of them discussed Byron’s ideas in
quiet voices for a little while, and set the date for the
interviews as the day after tomorrow’s Midwinter party. Byron
finished the discussion with a wide and somewhat nasty grin on his
face, and Aislynn sported a similar smirk when they rejoined the
others. Eryk watched them approach and shook his head slowly. His
fiancée and his captain were far too much alike in some ways.

“Somebody’s in for it,” he said sadly to
Branden in a mock whisper. “When the two of them get together and
plan something that obviously makes them both happy, it’s
never good for the rest of us!”

Aislynn slapped Eryk playfully on the arm,
and then turned to Marja.

“Sorry for the delay,” she said to her
friend. “If you’re ready, we’ll go and check up on everything and
then we can come back here and have lunch.”

Marja smiled, rose from the couch, and after
a quick kiss for Branden, she left the room with Aislynn. Cheta
watched them leave, and then laid her head back down on her paws
with a big sigh. She had decided to stay near the fire instead of
traipsing off through the castle. After all, her fur was still wet
from the snowball fight, and Aislynn should be safe enough.

“Aislynn’s a lot happier now than she was
back in the fall,” Branden remarked after the ladies left. “You
must be doing something right.”

“I’d like to think so,” Eryk commented with a
smile, “but one can never be too sure with that one. I swear that
she’s still as much of a mystery as she was when she first arrived
here. You’d think I’d make more progress in six months.”

Byron laughed. At twenty-six, he was only a
year older than the young king was, and while he had never settled
down into a formal relationship, he’d had his share of casual ones.
He also had some very deep feelings for the lady in question,
something that Eryk knew about and politely ignored.

“You never make progress when trying to
figure women out,” Byron commented with the voice of experience.
“And I believe that your princess is even more confusing than
most.” This last, he added with a wink.

Eryk rolled his eyes upwards to stare at the
ceiling in mock dismay. “Great,” he grumbled, but Branden and Byron
both knew that he wouldn’t trade Aislynn for the world.

 


“So what’s with Mateo?” Marja asked as she
and Aislynn made their way down the hall toward the kitchen.
Aislynn, at five-and-a-half feet, was taller than her friend was,
so she shortened her stride to make it easier for Marja to keep
pace.

“What do you mean?” Aislynn asked in return.
“Are you questioning his demeanor or his placement?”

“Both, I guess.”

“Well, he’s never been the same since Marcus
was killed. I know that he barely spoke before, but I don’t think
anyone’s heard him utter a single word in the past three months.
He’s obviously depressed, but nobody seems to be able to do
anything about it.

“Owen tried to assign him a new partner after
Marcus died, but he refused, and he’s refused every subsequent
offer as well. I honestly don’t think he’ll ever fully
recover.”

“That’s so sad!” Marja exclaimed, and Aislynn
saw that her bright green eyes were starting to tear up. “I can’t
imagine what it would be like to lose a sibling, let alone a
twin.”

“That’s only because you don’t have any
siblings,” Aislynn commented with a smile. “I wouldn’t mind losing
one of mine.”

When the comment didn’t elicit the response
she was looking for, Aislynn turned her head to glance over at her
friend.

“Are you okay?” Aislynn asked as tears
started to flow down Marja’s pretty face.

“Oh, I’m fine,” she replied with a shake of
her perfect blond curls. “I’m just super emotional, which the
midwife says is normal. I think Branden’s hoping that this stage of
the pregnancy passes quickly because he’s tired of making me cry.
And it’s always over the silliest things.” Marja smiled as she
wiped the tears away.

Aislynn glanced at her friend again, but said
nothing. Instead, she finished answering Marja’s question.

“As for Mateo’s placement as Eryk’s
bodyguard, that was something that Mateo did on his own, but we see
no reason to change it. Goodness knows that there have been enough
attacks on Eryk to warrant at least a pair of bodyguards, and
having Mateo there reassures the council.”

“But what about you? You’re not giving up
your position, are you?”

“Of course not! Not that I could, even if I
wanted to – I have this job for life. I’m still Eryk’s bodyguard in
every sense. Only the royal guard knows anything about me outside
of our little group, and they only know that I’m a trained
assassin. Only the six of us know I’m Eryk’s bodyguard. So, Mateo
is the obvious presence, while I remain close enough to Eryk to be
truly effective. The king is doubly protected this way.”

“That makes sense. And I guess it gives Mateo
something to do as well,” Marja reasoned. Aislynn nodded, agreeing
with her friend.

The two women reached their first
destination, and Aislynn led the way through the large double doors
and into the kitchen. As always, people filled this room, everyone
going about their tasks with an efficiency that Aislynn admired.
Everyone was part of the team, and each member of that team was
integral to the successful functioning of this very important hub
in the castle.

Despite being busy with the regular daily
routine and the preparations for the next day’s party, the head of
the kitchen immediately made her way over to Aislynn as soon as the
princess entered. Beth was the woman in charge of this chaos, a
woman with a tiny stature and a very commanding personality. She
was very good at her job, and Aislynn had never heard a single
complaint about her, from the residents of the castle or from her
staff.

“Good morning. What can I do for you today?”
Beth asked as she bustled over to where Aislynn and Marja stood as
out of the way as possible.

“I was just popping in to see if you needed
anything for tomorrow. Do you have all of the supplies you
need?”

As she asked her question, Aislynn quickly
scanned the kitchen. There wasn’t anything out of place, and she
hadn’t expected there to be, but it made her happy to check
regardless.

“How sweet of you to look in on us,” Beth
stated with a happy smile on her face. “As you can see, everything
is fine in here. But if you would come over to the table with me, I
have something I’d like you to taste for me. I think it may need
more cinnamon.”

Beth led the two women deeper into the
kitchen, over to a long table covered in pans and bowls, some empty
and some not. She dipped a spoon into one bowl and handed it to
Aislynn to taste. The cookie batter was brown and had a creamy
texture, and Aislynn tried it without hesitation.

“Hmmm,” she said. “I think that it’s close,
but a touch more cinnamon might be a good idea. Or you could bake
them as is and top each of the cookies with a small piece of apple
that’s been dipped in cinnamon.”

“That’s a wonderful idea! Thank you, your
Highness.”

With that, Beth bustled her way back into the
chaos of the kitchen, clearly dismissing the ladies. Aislynn took
Marja’s arm and led her carefully through the crowd in the other
direction and back to the door. She placed a request for someone to
deliver lunch to the study, and then took Marja out into the
hallway.

“Have you been doing this sort of thing
long?” Marja asked once they were free of the noise. Aislynn nodded
and started to lead her friend toward the great hall.

“Pretty much as soon as the engagement was
announced in the fall,” she said. “I think that it’s just easier
for everyone that way. Besides, the staff has made it clear that
they consider the wedding essentially a formality at this point,
and the title will be official in a few months anyway, so I don’t
think there’s any point leaving the work to anybody else.”

“Ah yes. The horrible wedding that you’re
dreading. How do you actually feel about it?” Marja asked
with a sly grin on her face. She remembered how adamant Aislynn had
been about not marrying Eryk in the first place, so she was curious
to see if her friend regretted changing her mind.

“I’m fine with it, and maybe even looking
forward to it a little. There are way too many details though. I’m
so glad that we had to push it back into early summer to make sure
that my parents could make it. I think I’d be going insane trying
to get everything ready on time if we hadn’t.”

Marja laughed, remembering the planning that
had gone into her own wedding just a few short months ago. She
could only imagine that the complexity of the royal wedding was
considerable, and she was happy not to be part of the planning
process this time around. However, she was really looking forward
to being a guest at what promised to be an excellent party.

Marja also agreed with Aislynn’s decision to
move the wedding into the summer. She had married Branden at
Harvestide, in the fall, and because of the fact that snow came
early to the mountainous kingdom of Evendell, her own parents had
been unable to attend.

“You certainly have changed. I still can’t
imagine you marrying anybody, let alone becoming a queen,” Marja
said with another laugh.

“Thanks a lot,” Aislynn answered with a
scowl. “I’m not the only one who’s changed, either. I can’t imagine
you with a baby!”

“Ha! I’ve played dress-up with you for years,
so I’m sure that I can handle it.”

Aislynn laughed with her friend and had to
agree. The princess knew that she wasn’t the easiest to get along
with, especially when it came to things like fashion and
accessories. There was certainly a good chance that an infant would
be easier to handle.

“Has the midwife given you an idea of when to
expect your little one?” Aislynn asked.

“She said that it should be sometime around
mid-summer. It’s hard to believe that we’ll be marking the end of
our first year in Bacovia with a baby,” Marja stated just as they
reached the closed doors of the great hall.

Aislynn paused in the hallway with her hand
on the door handle and turned to look Marja in the eye.

“Now, before we go in here, you have to
promise not to say a word about this to anyone. Okay?”

“Okay,” Marja agreed hesitantly. “What’s the
big deal?”

Aislynn blushed, looking embarrassed.

“I’m trying something out,” she explained.
“I’m hoping to use a variation of this décor for the wedding
reception, and I want to see honest reactions. If you tell anybody,
word will spread through the court and that will ruin the first
impression. So do you promise?”

Marja smiled at her friend, and nodded. “Of
course I promise. Now let’s see what you’ve done.”

“Close your eyes,” Aislynn ordered.

When Marja complied, Aislynn grabbed her
hand, opened the door and ushered her quickly inside. She shut the
door as fast as possible, took up a position beside Marja, and then
told her to open her eyes once again.

Aislynn watched as Marja’s eyes grew wide and
a look of shock passed across her face. Marja turned to look at her
friend, a disbelieving look on her face.

“You did this?”

Aislynn shook her head. “No, I had someone
else do it. I just came up with the ideas. Do you like it?”

“Like it?” Marja asked, looking around the
room again. “It’s gorgeous.”

Thrilled with Marja’s reaction, Aislynn
turned to look out across her masterpiece. Since tomorrow was
Midwinter, she had chosen to decorate in pale blue and silver,
echoing the colors outside. There were great swaths of pale blue
fabric affixed to the ceiling at each corner of the room, and they
all met in the middle above the chandelier. Evergreen garlands
wrapped in silver and blue ribbon twined around each of the sixteen
columns that lined the room to the left and right, and a similar
garland decorated the raised platform at the end of the room that
held the thrones.

There were a number of tables around the
periphery of the dance floor, and each table had a pale blue
tablecloth with silver embroidery along the edges. There were also
evergreen centerpieces in vases in the middle of each table, the
vases tied with the same ribbon found in the garlands.

“I’m going to decorate the same way for the
wedding, like I said,” Aislynn explained, “except there will be
flower garlands and centerpieces instead of evergreens, and the
colors will be red and gold, Bacovia’s colors.”

“I think that will be amazing,” Marja
commented, still looking around.

Aislynn smiled, glad that her friend approved
of her first real attempt at decorating for an important occasion.
Marja had always been the one with the fashion sense, the one who
was on top of the latest trends. If she thought it was great, then
so should everyone else in the court.

“Let’s go get some lunch,” Aislynn suggested,
turning to leave. “Everything looks just about finished in here, so
there’s no need to hang around and make nuisances of
ourselves.”

Marja and Aislynn left the great hall and
started to make their way back to the king’s study.

“So you’ve only been doing all this queen
stuff for a few months?” Marja asked as they walked along.

“Yeah, why?”

“Well you certainly seem to have a really
good idea of what you’re doing. I know you certainly didn’t learn
these skills back home... Planning the parties, making sure that
the servants are all in line, all those sorts of things are not
part of an assassin’s regular training after all.”

“Oh that. I’ve worked closely with the palace
staff to figure out what to do and when. I think everyone’s pretty
happy with the arrangements, especially since I’ll have to end up
doing it all anyway, and it frees up the palace staff a lot sooner
this way.”

“Are you still Eryk’s chief advisor too?”

Aislynn laughed. “Yes, I am, though I’m not
sure if that’s going to remain true for much longer. Eryk and I
have discussed it, and we both think that it would be best if he
appointed someone else to the position, especially since I’ll
already have a seat at court and council as the queen. We just
don’t know who to ask yet.”

“I can imagine that it would be a difficult
decision to make,” Marja agreed.

“Yeah. There aren’t a lot of people that Eryk
trusts enough to put into that sort of advisory position, and there
are even fewer people with the right kind of training.” She paused
and glanced over at Marja. “We were actually thinking of asking
Branden to take the job back.”

“Really? I thought that he’d blown his
chances back in the summer after his involvement with the
Madelians, to say nothing of the attack on you.”

“Well, he certainly did make some pretty
major errors, but he also proved himself loyal and capable during
the war. The one seems to offset the other, at least in Eryk’s
mind.”

Aislynn remembered the trouble that Branden
had gotten himself into shortly after she and Marja had arrived
here in Bacovia. Under the influence of a narcotic substance, he’d
had the audacity to try and fix Eryk’s bride problems by attacking
her and convincing the king to choose Alexius, Branden’s sister,
instead. Fortunately, he had proven himself a good friend to Eryk
since that episode.

“It would be nice to have a reason to be
around the court more,” Marja mused. “I do miss it here.”

“You know that you’re welcome here anytime,”
Aislynn said. “Even if he doesn’t end up back on the council, I’d
love to have you around more. I miss you too.”

The ladies reached the study door, and they
both dropped the topic of conversation. Aislynn didn’t know if Eryk
had broached the subject to Branden or not, and she wasn’t about to
step on his toes. Appointing a chief advisor was certainly the
king’s job, not hers.

When they entered the room, Aislynn saw that
Byron had left the group at some point, leaving Branden and Eryk to
visit. Mateo had slipped back into the shadows near the fireplace,
nearly invisible, but Aislynn caught his nod of greeting as she
walked in.

“So have the two of you been getting all
caught up?” Marja asked as she reclaimed her position on the couch
beside her husband.

“Indeed we have,” Branden answered with a
smile, his blue eyes sparkling with obvious excitement. “Eryk asked
me to take back my old job as chief advisor!”

“Really? Well that’s fantastic,” Marja cried,
feigning surprise and doing a good job of it, as far as Aislynn was
concerned. “You said yes, of course.”

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about it
first,” Branden admitted.

“Well you’ve certainly got your husband well
trained,” Aislynn commented with a laugh. “You’ll have to let me
know how to do that, Marja.”

This time, it was Eryk’s turn to slap at
Aislynn playfully, and she avoided him easily. The group shared a
laugh at the king’s expense and settled down to enjoy a lunch
between friends.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

Aislynn shivered in the early morning light
and turned around slowly to survey the small barracks courtyard,
making sure that it was safe to practice here given the ice
problems of the previous day. The wind howled across the top of the
walls that enclosed the space, but the air down where she stood was
calm, if cold.

“What are you doing out here?” came Byron’s
familiar voice from behind her. “Trying to freeze to death? Even
that wolf of yours has the good sense to stay inside, and she’s got
a fur coat.”

Aislynn laughed and turned to face the
captain of the royal guard and her closest friend. “It’s not really
that bad,” she commented.

“Maybe not for you, but we aren’t all used to
the type of weather that you folks get in Evendell. Why don’t you
come inside and get warmed up?”

“Why don’t you come out here, and we’ll get
warmed up together?” Aislynn asked coyly, batting her eyes at
him.

From any other woman, the invitation would be
totally inappropriate, but Byron knew that the exercise that
Aislynn had in mind would involve a lot of running and dodging, not
a cozy corner and a bed. With a sigh, he stepped out into the
courtyard and approached his adversary. The things he did for her,
he thought to himself.

“You do love to torture me, don’t you?” he
asked as he stepped close to her, his breath clouding the space
between them. Byron wrapped his arms around himself to try and keep
warm.

“Of course I do,” she answered honestly, and
with a quick nod of her head, she jumped back away from him and
drew the sword she had belted around her waist.

“I swear that one day I’ll get you back for
all of this,” Byron promised as he drew his own sword. He let his
cloak fall to the ground, knowing that it would only hinder his
movements. Not wanting to freeze by standing around for too long,
he darted forward quickly to attack.

“Perhaps,” Aislynn replied as she moved to
parry his sword strike, “but not today.”

They started slowly to warm up, Byron
attacking with easy swings and Aislynn blocking his weapon smoothly
and rhythmically. The sound of metal on metal was constant and
steady, like a beat that you could dance to, and the beat got
steadily faster and faster. Finally, after a few minutes of strike
and parry, they were ready to go, and they attacked each other in
earnest.

Byron darted ahead suddenly, stabbing
straight forward toward Aislynn’s stomach. She brought her sword
down and across her body, intercepting Byron’s weapon and drawing
it along with her own, extending his reach. Had she been fighting
with a dagger, she would have had a clear shot at his exposed
side.

“You’re either getting old or you’re sorely
out of practice,” Aislynn taunted her opponent. To prove her point,
she lifted her left leg and kicked Byron lightly in the side,
making him backpedal quickly to protect himself.

“Hey!” he complained, “that’s not fair. No
kicking. And I’m cold, not old.”

Aislynn just smiled and waited for him to
attack again. She didn’t have to wait long, as Byron lunged
directly into his next attack, hoping to catch Aislynn off guard
before she settled fully into her defensive crouch.

This time, Byron angled his body so that he
presented the smallest possible profile to his opponent, and he
brought his sword sweeping in from above his head. Aislynn raised
her own sword to block, a move that left her open and exposed to a
secondary attack. Instead of just parrying the blow, she stepped
inside Byron’s reach and spun around to his far side, where she
promptly knocked his back leg out from under him. Fortunately for
Byron, he was supporting his weight on his front leg, so he avoided
a tumble into the snow.

“Too slow,” Aislynn laughed, darting out of
reach. Byron merely grunted and straightened while he turned to
face her once again, getting both of his feet back under him
properly.

Byron recognized that Aislynn was taunting
him in an effort to make him angry, a move that would usually make
an opponent hasty and more likely to make errors. But he’d been
fighting for a long time, literally his entire adult life, and it
would take a lot more than a few taunts to distract him from the
combat, especially since he lost to her more often than he won
anyway. So what was she trying to accomplish? Truly on his guard
now and looking for tricks, Byron advanced again.

This time, Aislynn did something totally
unexpected. When Byron’s sword came close to her, she dodged over
to her right while she used her left hand to grab the trailing edge
of her cloak. Then she whipped her left hand up to her chest and,
in a lightning-fast move, she brought her arm up and over his
sword, wrapping her cloak around it and protecting her arm at the
same time. With a strange twist of her arm, Byron felt his sword
tugged free of his grip and he heard it clatter to the ground.

“You’re dead,” Aislynn stated with a huge
grin, her sword at his throat.

“And you’re in a strangely good mood,” he
grumbled back. This had been the shortest combat between the two of
them by far. “Can we go inside now?”

With another laugh, Aislynn bent down and
retrieved Byron’s sword and his cloak, tossing the latter toward
him. After he refastened it, she extended his weapon to him, hilt
first. Then they left the courtyard together, seeking the warmth of
the fire inside Byron’s office.

“You’re rather pleased with yourself, aren’t
you?” Byron asked the still-grinning woman, now seated across from
him. “What is with you today?”

“I don’t know – I’m just feeling happy, I
guess. You definitely need more practice though,” she said with a
wink.

“And I assume you’re offering to help me with
that?”

“Of course! Besides, more practice for you
means more practice for me, and that’s always a good thing. I
haven’t been as active as I should have been these past few
months.”

“Could have fooled me,” Byron muttered under
his breath, but Aislynn still heard him, and she grinned again.

“So are you ready for your first formal
function?” Byron asked, changing the subject to something more
comfortable for him and less comfortable for her. Aislynn still
despised being the centre of attention, something that Byron found
very amusing considering that she would soon be his queen.

“First formal function? How so? I’ve been
forced to attend a couple of big parties since I arrived here.”

“Yes, but this is the first time you’re being
looked at as the queen, with all of the joys that come with that
title. I know that you’re not the queen yet,” Byron said,
forestalling her objections with a raised hand, “but I’ve heard the
servants, guards and courtiers speak to you and about you.
Their view of you started to change back when Eryk was injured
during the war and you had to take control for a while. Once the
engagement was official, I just heard the title thrown around more
often.”

“Oh,” Aislynn said quietly. She knew that
some of the staff considered her essentially queen of Bacovia, just
as Marja had remarked on the previous day, but she hadn’t realized
that her position with the court had become so formal so quickly.
“That certainly increases the pressure, doesn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Byron
said, trying to sound reassuring. “And besides, tomorrow you can
work off any stress that you accumulate tonight.”

“About tomorrow… How much of an impact do you
want to make with the interviews?” she asked.

“A huge impact,” he replied with a silly
grin. “Knock ‘em dead.”

Aislynn stood with another laugh, her
temporary concern over tonight’s party alleviated by the thought of
the fun that she would be having both later and tomorrow. She blew
the captain a teasing kiss goodbye and then made her way back to
the castle to change for the day.

Byron shook his head as he watched her leave,
firmly stamping down the feelings of frustration that threatened to
rise with Aislynn’s teasing. She’d made her choice – they both had
– and it wasn’t at all nice of her to continue reminding him of
what he’d given up.

He sighed and pulled the much-hated paperwork
closer to begin his work.

 


 


“You would not believe how wonderful it is to
have you here again,” Aislynn sighed happily.

“You only say that because you have me to do
your hair for you,” Marja replied with a laugh, twisting another
strand of Aislynn’s straight brown hair up onto the top of her
head, where she expertly pinned it in place.

“That’s not the only reason,” Aislynn
protested, admiring her reflection in the mirror. “But I will admit
that this is very nice, and I’m certainly going to look a
lot better tonight than I would have if I was left to my own
devices.”

“You wouldn’t seriously have done your own
hair, would you? Haven’t you gotten yourself a proper maidservant
yet?” Marja looked shocked by the idea, eyes wide with disbelief,
and Aislynn blushed.

“They offered me someone months ago,” she
admitted, “but I haven’t really spoken to her yet.”

“Aislynn! That’s horrible. Imagine what that
poor girl must think, being assigned to you and you haven’t even
seen her?”

Aislynn blushed even more under Marja’s
justified tirade, her face turning an even darker shade of red. She
had always tried to be nice to the servants, and had never been too
demanding of them, but she could see now that her lack of demands
was more insulting than anything else was in this case.

“Why don’t I summon her now?” Aislynn asked,
interrupting Marja mid-sentence. “Then you and she can both finish
getting me ready?”

Marja thought about it for only a split
second before nodding her assent, sending a message to summon
Aislynn’s previously unseen and unused maidservant.

Soon, there came a timid knock at the door,
and a young woman let herself into Aislynn’s suite. She was dressed
in the standard palace livery, which consisted of a dark red skirt
and a white blouse topped with a gray vest that sported the
eagle-in-flight royal crest. She had wavy light brown hair that
fell to just below her shoulders, and when she looked up at Aislynn
from the bottom of her curtsey, the princess noticed that her eyes
were the most unusual shade of green. The girl appeared to be in
her late teens, around seventeen, Aislynn guessed.

“Good afternoon, your Highness,” the girl
said. “My name is Stephanie, and I have been assigned to be your
maidservant. How may I be of service?”

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Stephanie,”
Marja greeted the girl. “We are just working on her Highness’s hair
right now. Why don’t you go into her jewelry box over there on the
bed and choose some pins to use. Her dress is on the bed there too,
so that you can match it.”

“Certainly, Lady Marja,” Stephanie answered,
and she walked quickly over to the bed and got straight to work
sorting through Aislynn’s limited supply of jewels.

“See,” Marja said quietly to Aislynn as she
got back to work twisting and pinning her hair up, “it’s easy.
You’ll get used to it.”

“I hope not,” Aislynn replied with a grimace.
“Next, you’ll want me to choose some of the ladies of the court to
be my ladies-in-waiting.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Marja demanded, an
almost hurt look on her face. Aislynn just rolled her eyes, knowing
that the much more traditional Marja would never understand
Aislynn’s desire to follow the fewest traditions possible. It just
wasn’t part of her personality.

“What possible use could I have for
ladies-in-waiting? Do you honestly expect me to take up needlepoint
once I get married? I’m far too busy with everything to be able to
spend time sitting around and gossiping with the ladies of the
court. To say nothing of the fact that distractions like that would
put me too far from Eryk too often.”

“I see your point,” Marja reluctantly agreed.
She said nothing else about it as she helped Aislynn finish getting
ready for her first big party.

 


 


With today being the shortest day of the
year, night had already fallen when the guests started to arrive
for the Midwinter party. All of the noble families living in and
near the capital city received an invitation, and everyone was
eager to see what sort of festivities the queen-to-be could put
together. If everyone invited actually attended, Eryk and Aislynn
were expecting around fifty people to join them in the castle that
night.

The logistics of the party had Byron and Owen
nursing headaches, and that was already considering the fact that
Aislynn’s plans and décor had minimized possible hiding places and
times when either she or Eryk would be unprotected by at least one
member of the guard. Everyone considered this party to be a good
practice run for the upcoming wedding, which would involve even
more people, but that didn’t make dealing with it any easier right
at this moment.

Byron assigned only the most senior members
of the royal guard, and therefore the most trusted, to duties
within the great hall itself, along with Cheta. The younger members
on duty that night had the walls, the doors and the courtyard – all
places that were less likely to have problems associated with them.
Byron, as a member of the council, would actually be attending the
party as a guest, so that left Owen in charge for the night, and
the lieutenant stepped easily into the role.

The herald knew his job well and there was
only a minimal delay between the arrival of the first guest and
their entry to the hall. There were pros and cons to being the
least ranked of the guests. Those who were at the bottom of the
pecking order were the first to be ushered into the hall. They got
to see everyone come in, but there wasn’t really anybody to see
their own entrance.

Everything was going smoothly, and Aislynn
would have been thrilled to see the reactions of the guests when
they entered into her carefully decorated hall. Marja, announced
with Branden in the middle of the guest list, made a mental note to
tell the princess of her success.

It was about ten minutes before the dinner
was scheduled to be served that the last of the guests was
announced and led inside, right on time. The musicians, who had
been playing quietly in their corner, finished their piece, and an
expectant hush fell over the gathered nobility of Bacovia.

The herald stepped through the doorway for
his last time this evening, and took a deep breath. “Announcing
your hosts for the evening, his Royal Majesty and her Royal
Highness, King Eryk and Princess Aislynn,” he intoned.

Aislynn’s eesprid dashed into the
room, and the couple entered behind her to polite applause and the
opening bars of a song from the musicians. Anna, Aislynn’s
seamstress, had worked closely with Eryk’s tailor, and their
outfits complemented each other perfectly. Aislynn’s dress was made
of a pale blue fabric, and had silver embroidery at the neck,
sleeves and hem. She also wore a belt made of small silver links,
and sported the sapphire jewelry she had worn at the Courting Ball
that seemed so long ago.

Eryk wore a pair of pants that were such a
dark blue that they looked nearly black, and a pale blue shirt of
the same fabric as Aislynn’s dress. His pants had silver embroidery
down the legs and he wore a cloth-of-silver sash that matched
Aislynn’s belt. Eryk took Aislynn’s hand off of his arm and swept
his fiancée out onto the dance floor to begin the evening.

Everything after that initial dance was a
blur for Aislynn. Everyone ate dinner and then danced throughout
the night, most stopping to visit and gossip in small groups around
the dance floor at some time or another. Aislynn danced with a
large number of the gentlemen in attendance, including Byron and
Branden, but she always kept her thoughts tuned to Eryk, ready to
rescue him from his dance partners whenever he started to get
frustrated.

It seemed that Eryk’s intolerance of bad
dancers hadn’t just been part of his hatred of the Courting Ball,
but was in fact something that had kept him from enjoying numerous
parties over the years. Aislynn, though all of her partners were
good dancers, was always happy to escape them for a song or two,
and she didn’t mind her role as Eryk’s rescuer.

The night progressed, and Aislynn finally
paused for a little while to take a break from the dancing. She had
just finished her second dance with Byron, who was a fabulous dance
partner even if he was a few inches shorter than she was, and she
wanted something to drink. Aislynn made her way across the room,
returning greetings but not pausing, heading for the refreshment
table laid out for the guests. She took a glass full of punch, and
turned back to watch the room while she drank.

In addition to the food on the table behind
her, there were also servants making their way through the crowd of
guests with platters of treats. One of the servants appeared at her
elbow, silently offering Aislynn the tray. With a smile of thanks,
she took the closest piece of food, one of the cookies she had
discussed with Beth the previous day. She smiled to see that a
small piece of apple, dipped in cinnamon, topped the cookie.

The cookies were small, eaten in only a
couple of bites. Aislynn took a bite, and just then, someone bumped
into her. The impact was hard, and knocked her sideways away from
the table. She felt hands reach out to steady her, and someone
mumbled an apology. Aislynn turned to acknowledge the words, but
instead of making a sound, she coughed.

She tried to inhale to speak, but found that
she wasn’t able to. Aislynn tried to cough again, to dislodge the
apple from the cookie that was in her throat, but couldn’t force
herself to do that either. Her hands flew to her neck, a useless
but instinctive gesture, but everyone around her was too busy to
notice that she was choking.

Aislynn’s vision started to blur, and spots
were starting to dance in front of her eyes. She was getting dizzy,
and the room was starting to spin. Who would have known that things
progressed so quickly toward unconsciousness when you couldn’t
breathe? She dropped to her knees, no longer able to stand upright,
and everything started to go black.

She could hear the people around her,
noticing now that something was wrong. Aislynn wished that her link
to Eryk worked both ways and that he could feel what she was
feeling. But while that bond wouldn’t be able to bring her the help
that she needed, her other bond did.

Just before she lost consciousness, Aislynn
heard what sounded like a bark coming from far away, and she felt
someone grab her roughly off of the floor where she had fallen.
Arms wrapped themselves around her, and with a sudden violent
movement, those arms squeezed the trapped air from her lungs,
dislodging the small piece of apple from her throat.

Aislynn immediately took a deep breath,
drawing much needed air into her lungs as she sank down to the
floor once more, this time settling into a seated position while
gasping for air. As her vision started to clear, she saw that some
very concerned looking guests surrounded her, and she could feel
Byron supporting her from the side. Eager to reassure everyone, she
smiled and had Byron help her to her feet before escorting her from
the room. She heard Eryk tell everyone to continue without them,
and he assured their guests that they would both be back in a few
minutes.

“What happened?” Eryk asked as he rushed
toward Aislynn. He was at her side as soon as he closed the door to
the small room that Byron had brought them to.

“I choked on a piece of apple,” Aislynn
explained with a chagrined look on her face. Ever since she was a
small child she had known that she would likely die young, a hazard
of her profession, but choking to death at a party had certainly
never crossed her mind as a possible demise.

“It was just an accident,” she said.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

Aislynn stretched slowly as she awakened,
dislodging Cheta from where the wolf was lying beside her on the
bed. It was far past the time she was normally up and about, and
she thought to herself that it was nice to be able to stay in bed
later than usual. It felt luxurious.

There came a knock at the door of her
bedroom, and Stephanie walked in carrying a basin of warm water,
which she placed on the washstand. Aislynn looked at her
quizzically, wondering where she had come from.

“Good morning, your Highness,” the girl
greeted her. “I heard you stirring and figured that I’d bring your
wash water in right away. I took the liberty of moving my things
into the maid’s quarters yesterday evening while you were at the
party, so that I’d be here to help you right away this morning.

“I’m the envy of all the girls now, you
know,” Stephanie continued as she moved around the room, picking up
Aislynn’s discarded dress from the night before and hanging it up
in the wardrobe. “Everyone knows that you’re the easiest of the
noble ladies to work for, since you don’t make a lot of demands,
and my room is far bigger than any of the other girls’ too. Oh, I
know that I’ll just have to move everything again in a few months,
and my room in the queen’s suite may not be as nice, but I’m
determined to enjoy this one while I have it.”

As her maidservant puttered around, putting
away jewelry and other scattered pieces of clothing, Aislynn
wondered if there was a link between the ability to do someone’s
hair and make-up successfully, and the endless need to chatter. She
had grown used to the quiet in her rooms since Marja had left, but
it seemed that Stephanie was going to more than make up for the
recent absence of noise.

“I understand that you have a meeting with
the Captain this morning. It’s supposed to be shortly after
breakfast, and since you’ve slept late, I had some food brought up
here. I was actually afraid that I was going to have to wake you
since the candidates have started to arrive.”

Aislynn watched curiously while Stephanie
made her way back to the wardrobe to select Aislynn’s clothing.

“They are meeting in the courtyard of the
guard’s barracks,” she said as she rummaged through the clothing,
“and the Captain said that he would meet you just inside the
doors.” She selected a pair of dark green pants, a cream-colored
woolen blouse, and a tan vest and laid them out on the end of
Aislynn’s bed.

“I’ll leave you to select your own weapons,
since I know better than to touch a warrior’s tools of the trade,
but Lord Byron did say that you would be working with practice
weapons this morning, so I’m not sure if you’ll actually want
anything.” As she said this, Stephanie laid a short black cloak
over the end of the bed frame. “It’s a bit chilly this morning, and
the sun is hidden behind the clouds, so you’re going to want
that.”

Aislynn just sat there in bed for a few
moments looking at the girl who was now standing and waiting
patiently.

“You seem very well informed,” Aislynn
commented, not sure how to associate with her. The nobility-servant
line had always been a fuzzy one for Aislynn, who hadn’t had a
proper court upbringing due to her years of assassin training in
the Academy.

“Of course I am, your Highness,” Stephanie
replied. “It’s my job to know what your needs are and to be
prepared to meet them. Now, I assume that you’ll want your hair out
of the way for the exercises, so would you like to eat while I take
care of that?”

 


 


A short while later, dressed and ready,
Aislynn made her way down the stairs from the upper floor of the
castle and out the main door. She crossed the main courtyard, Cheta
following along a few paces behind, making a beeline for the door
of the barracks. She knew that all of the potential guardsmen had
arrived by now, and Aislynn hoped that she wasn’t keeping anyone
waiting.

Byron met her just inside the door, not
showing any signs of impatience. He looked her over and nodded his
head in approval.

“That will do nicely,” he said, indicating
her outfit and the dagger belted around her waist. “There are a few
boys out there who could use a good dose of reality.”

“What do you mean?” Aislynn asked.

“Come on over and take a look for yourself.
You’ll see what I mean right away.”

They discussed their plan for the
“interviews” while they walked through the building, heading for
the courtyard where Aislynn had beaten Byron so quickly the day
before. This secluded courtyard was their favorite place to
exercise, so they would have the advantage of familiar ground. If
the applicants were as good as they thought they were, she and
Byron would likely need any advantage that they could get.

Byron stopped Aislynn just inside the door
with an outstretched hand. He wanted her to look at what was
happening in the courtyard before she walked out and drew any
attention to herself. She immediately picked out Owen, who was off
to one side with a clipboard and a list. He was making a few notes
as he watched the group in front of him.

“It’s important that members of the royal
guard are able to work together,” Byron explained to Aislynn as
they watched. He was the youngest captain in the history of the
kingdom, but he knew his job. His attention to detail was why his
men respected him so much, despite the fact that he was younger
than the majority of them.

“We take a look at the newbies to see what
sort of group dynamic they establish if left to their own devices.
It gives us a reasonably good insight into the personalities of the
applicants.”

The group consisted of ten people who were
all here to compete for the remaining four positions in the guard.
They had clearly divided themselves up into three distinct groups.
The first group was the one that contained the men who thought that
they were better than the rest of the competition, and the second
contained the men who were silently appraising everyone and likely
were better than the others were. Finally, there was a lone
figure that was clearly female, dressed similarly to Aislynn in
pants and a blouse and with her long red hair gathered into a tail
at the nape of her neck. She was about average height, which made
her shorter than Aislynn and shorter than all of the men currently
in the courtyard with her.

“What’s with her?” Aislynn asked, looking
sharply at Byron, who laughed quietly.

“She is one of the most persistent people I
have ever had the opportunity to know. She has applied here every
single time there has been an opening announced, and I’ve turned
her down every time.”

“Why change your mind this time?”

“Because of you. I underestimated you when we
first met, as I’m sure you’ll remember. You are certainly more than
capable, and the guards know and respect you, so maybe it’s time
that we had a few women around here.”

“She knows that if she gets one of these
spots, she’s always going to be held to a higher standard than the
men, right?” Aislynn asked, turning to look back at the woman.

“She should, and if she doesn’t, then she’ll
learn the lesson pretty fast. I know that I’ll have to make some
changes to the layout of the barracks if we start having women
join, but that’s fine with me. I think that this change is
overdue.”

“I’m not so sure that it will be fine with
them,” Aislynn commented, indicating the men waiting in the
courtyard. A few of them had approached the woman, and their
comments were loud enough for everyone to hear.

“What do you think she’s doing here?” one man
asked. He deliberately spoke about the woman as if she wasn’t right
there in front of him. “Doesn’t she know that women aren’t a part
of the royal guard?”

“Well maybe she thinks she’s a man,” answered
another. “She’s dressed like one, so maybe she’s just
confused.”

“We should get her a dress and show her the
way out,” offered a third man. “We wouldn’t want her to get hurt,
now would we?”

The woman ignored the men who were talking
about her, obviously considering them beneath her notice, and she
continued her study of the other group – the more dangerous group.
It was right about then that Owen glanced up and caught Byron’s
eye. With a gesture from Byron to get the show started, the
lieutenant straightened and called the waiting recruits to
order.

“Welcome to your interview,” he said, his
voice carrying easily across the courtyard. “If you’ve made it this
far, you should be very proud of yourselves. The ten of you now
have the opportunity to prove that you’re as good as you say you
are.”

“There are practice weapons over there,” Owen
continued, gesturing toward the far wall. “I don’t feel like
cleaning up any messes today, so you’ll be using them instead of
real weapons. I also don’t feel like learning your names since most
of your won’t be staying anyway, so I’m going to give you each a
number. Choose your weapons and then come to see me.”

The group surged toward the wall, each person
eager to have his or her pick of the weapons, some of them
apparently convinced that the first to choose would have the
advantage, though Aislynn knew that all of the weapons were well
balanced and well maintained. She watched them all carefully, and
noted that nearly all of them took the time to test the practice
swords for weight and balance before making their choices. They
seemed to know what they were doing at least, which was a good
thing.

Once they picked their weapons and Owen
pinned a number to each of their backs, the lieutenant called them
all to order once more.

“There are four positions available,” he
explained. “They will likely go to the four of you who are the last
to fall. When you are hit with what would be a killing blow, you
will fall to the ground and remain there as an impediment to the
others. I will be taking notes while you fight, and watching
carefully for anyone who thinks that they can cheat their way
through this.”

“What makes you so sure that we’ll all fall?”
asked one of the cocky ones. “I know that I’m certainly good enough
to remain standing while fighting these losers.”

“Then it’s a good thing that you won’t just
be fighting them, isn’t it?” Owen asked with a nasty grin and a
sparkle in his eyes. “You also get to fight them.”

Following Owen’s pointing finger, the group
turned to look at Byron and Aislynn as they emerged from the
doorway where they had been standing and watching the proceedings.
Cheta pushed her way past the pair and rushed toward the group,
causing a few of them to back up and shy away. In a playful mood,
Cheta started to round up the recruits who were afraid of her,
herding them together like giant sheep until Aislynn called her
off.

“Not another one,” one of the men complained,
looking at Aislynn. “What is it with girls thinking they can do a
man’s job?”

Aislynn noted that the man who spoke was the
same one who had initially approached the lone woman. He was also
one of the few who had not properly chosen his weapon, so she was
confident that he wouldn’t last long. He was wearing the number
one.

“Don’t you know who that is?” one of the
others demanded, a shocked look on his face. He was one of the
applicants from the capital city, so he’d heard stories about the
princess and queen-to-be.

“Obviously not, or he wouldn’t have opened
his stupid mouth,” commented someone else.

“I’d like to introduce you to the Captain of
His Majesty’s royal guard, and to her Royal Highness, Princess
Aislynn,” Owen interjected, that wicked smile still spread across
his face. “Good luck.”

“Do we fight them one at a time?” called a
voice from the back, someone who had remained silent up until
now.

“No,” Owen answered. “You’ll all attack at
the same time, choosing your targets as you see fit.”

“Do you need any time to warm up?” Owen asked
the pair as they selected wooden weapons of their own.

“Nope,” replied Byron. “Not for these
puppies.”

“Well then, let’s get started.”

Owen quickly backed away from the group just
in case someone planned to rush to attack, and Cheta moved to join
him. She was under direct orders not to interfere with the fight,
something that she didn’t like, but she would do what Aislynn
ordered – for now. Byron and Aislynn set themselves up back to back
and waited for the onslaught.

“It’s been awhile since we’ve fought like
this,” Byron commented with a smile that Aislynn could hear even
though she couldn’t see it.

“At least a month. Wasn’t the last time when
we took on the morning shift?”

There was no possible way for all ten of the
applicants to attack Byron and Aislynn at once, and Aislynn noted
that those who rushed to attack them were those who had been in
that first group, the cocky ones. These boys thought that they were
the best of the best, and Aislynn was very happy to prove them
wrong, while the others were content to try their luck amongst
themselves, at least to begin with.

It was certainly no surprise to Aislynn that
the first opponent to face her was none other than Number One. He
seemed to be sure that he was better than any female could possibly
be, and his attacks showed it. He brought his sword sweeping in
from the side in a slow arc aiming for her shoulder. He meant for
the attack to disarm and wound rather than kill, and there was no
real force behind the blow at all.

Aislynn caught his wooden blade with her own
sword and pushed it aside, stabbing forward with her dagger at the
same time. He caught her attack in the middle of his chest and Owen
called him out from the sidelines. With a groan and a disbelieving
look, he dropped to the ground.

Each subsequent attacker was better than the
one before, Aislynn was pleased to note. After the initial rush had
removed four candidates from consideration – one, five, six and
nine – the recruits learned from the mistakes of their fellows and
adjusted their attacks accordingly, the strikes measured and
thought out.

“We’ll have to work together if we want to
take them out,” called a voice from behind Aislynn, a
woman’s voice. “If we keep treating this like a series of
individual fights, they are going to pick us to pieces.”

Aislynn smiled to herself as she started in
on the next opponent. The woman was right, of course. The question
was would anybody listen to her?

The man Aislynn fought next was good. He had
chosen a sword and dagger similar to hers, and it was obvious that
he was accustomed to fighting with two weapons. He stabbed ahead
with his sword, trying to push her back on her heels, but Byron was
behind her. She would normally have dropped down under an attack
like this one, since it was slow enough to do so, but she had no
intention of abandoning Byron to be stabbed in the back.

Instead, she crossed the blades of her sword
and dagger and used them to catch the blade of the incoming sword.
This normally wouldn’t be the best choice of move since she now had
no weapon to defend herself with against her opponent’s incoming
dagger, but she got around that little problem by literally kicking
it out of his hand.

“Hey!” he complained. “That’s not fair!”

“Are you kicking people again?” Byron called
from behind her.

“Me? I would never do something like that!”
she protested, trying to sound innocent. Her laugh gave her away
though.

As soon as the dagger was no longer a
consideration, Aislynn twisted her wrists and caused her blades to
turn. They skittered along the edge of the sword held between them
before they caught and she was able to pull the blade from the
man’s grip and toss it aside. A quick stab toward his throat, and
he was out.

“Half way there,” Owen called. “Now it gets
interesting.”

With five of the opponents down, and two of
those on the ground in front of her, Aislynn felt too constricted
to remain where she was. Warning Byron that he was about to have to
guard his own back, she sprang through an opening in the combat and
turned back to face the melee.

All five of the candidates who were down were
from the group that Aislynn had pegged as the cocky ones, leaving
those who actually knew what they were doing and the woman. She was
able to watch briefly while said woman tried to organize the
remaining men into an offensive group to take Byron down. While
they hesitated, torn between listening to her and trying to make it
on their own, Byron took one of them out, leaving four
standing.

There was technically no need to continue the
exercise at this point, but both Byron and Owen wanted to see what
skills their new recruits had. Aislynn didn’t know if they had
lasted this long because they hadn’t really entered the combat or
because they were good, but Owen would be able to clarify that
point a little later.

Seeing her off to the side and alone, one of
the remaining men advanced carefully toward Aislynn. He’d seen her
successfully remove some of his fellows, and he was wary of her
abilities. He held his long sword defensively in front of him and
started to close the distance between them with a few quick
steps.

Aislynn was tired of constantly being on the
defensive, and figured that it would be good for Owen to see if
these new guardsmen could defend themselves as well as they could
attack. She didn’t wait for her opponent to finish coming to her.
Instead, she lunged forward, dagger leading and sword held out to
the right.

Caught off guard, the man tried to stop his
forward momentum. He jerked himself backwards, which succeeded in
arresting his movement, but the move also knocked him off balance.
With a sweeping cut of her sword, Aislynn finished the job and sent
him sprawling to the ground.

Glancing back toward Byron, she saw that the
three remaining contestants had finally organized themselves into
some semblance of a cohesive group, under the leadership of one of
the men. He directed the other two to attack Byron from the sides,
while he attacked from the front. Byron tried to maneuver himself
so that he could protect his vulnerable flanks, but the “bodies”
that littered the ground hindered him.

Aislynn knew that she wouldn’t be able to
make her way across the courtyard to help Byron in any meaningful
way, so she tossed her dagger up into the air and caught it by the
blade. Bringing her hand up over her shoulder, she prepared to
throw the wooden weapon, but she had some difficulty selecting her
target.

Owen could see what she was doing, and he
nodded to her in understanding. They had practiced a lot together
over the past six months, and Owen knew that Aislynn’s aim was true
far more often than not. The goal wasn’t to kill the people here,
and if she hit her victim in the head or throat, which would be her
normal targets, even the wooden weapon could kill.

With a quick twist of her wrist, Aislynn
brought her arm forward and down, and let the dagger fly. It hit
her target’s sword, which he held defensively in front of him, and
Owen called him out. The man started to protest, but a glare from
the lieutenant silenced him. Instead of dropping to the ground as
he should, the man stalked toward Owen for an explanation, and
Aislynn shook her head. Perhaps it wouldn’t be the last four to
fall who made it into the guard after all.

Now that attacks weren't flying at him from
three sides, Byron had a much easier time. As the man and woman
attacking him lunged, he jumped backwards and the woman killed
Byron’s opponent for him. Had they been using real weapons, she
would have impaled him, but as it was, she merely left what would
be a nasty bruise on his chest, right up near the collarbone.

Aislynn watched with interest as the
red-haired woman faced off against the captain of the royal guard.
Under normal circumstances, there shouldn’t be a possibility of her
beating him, but Byron had fought a lot harder in this combat than
she had. Perhaps his tiredness would help to even the odds between
them.

She was wary, both of Byron and of Aislynn
even though Aislynn wasn’t in direct combat at the time. She held
her sword in front of her defensively, and she and Byron circled
each other slowly, each looking for an opening.

Aislynn knew that Byron could make an opening
if he needed to, and she truly hoped that the fact that it was a
woman he faced wouldn't prevent him from doing what he needed to
do.

Aislynn remembered when Byron had the queen
of Madelia at his mercy, and he’d been unable to finish the job. He
was an honorable man, unable to stab someone in the back,
especially not a woman, and Aislynn knew from experience that Byron
didn’t always go full out in training, even against her, who could
definitely hold her own.

Determined that this relative unknown wasn’t
going to cause the captain to lose face with the new recruits,
Aislynn started to creep slowly along, moving behind the woman
carefully.

She knew that Byron could see what she was
doing, and he supported her by rushing forward to attack,
distracting the woman from being able to keep tabs on both of her
opponents at the same time. The woman brought her sword up to
parry, easily turning aside Byron’s strike, and she was quick to
return an attack of her own.

The pair of them exchanged blows over and
over again, the attacks coming faster and faster from both Byron
and his opponent. It was clear that the woman knew how to handle a
sword, and her stamina was clear proof of a disciplined training
regimen. Aislynn suspected that the woman had been hoping for this
chance for a lot longer than Byron’s paperwork showed, and Aislynn
knew that she was going to do anything she could to prove that she
should be here.

It was also obvious to Aislynn that Byron was
starting to tire, and although his opponent must surely be tiring
too, it looked like she was prepared to continue the exchange of
blows indefinitely. It was time to do something about her.

By that point, Byron was the woman's sole
focus and her objective of bringing him down was so important that
she didn’t notice Aislynn until it was far too late. With a
sweeping kick, Aislynn knocked the woman’s feet out from under her,
causing her to fall backwards with a crash, weapon skittering away
from her outstretched hand. Aislynn brought her sword down to the
woman’s throat, and Owen called an end to the exercise.

“What’s your name?” Aislynn asked her fallen
adversary, who blew a strand of red hair away from her face before
responding.

“Amanda,” she said, making it sound more like
a challenge than a name.

“Well Byron,” Aislynn called back over her
shoulder, “based on what I just saw, I think you’ve found yourself
your new junior lieutenant.”

Aislynn lifted her practice sword away from
Amanda’s neck and extended her left hand. The newest member of the
royal guard grasped the princess’s hand firmly and stood, the
tiniest smile on her face.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

The next morning, Amanda arrived at the gate
of the castle with all of her worthwhile possessions stuffed into
the bag she carried over her shoulder. When she’d received the
acceptance letter from the captain, inviting her to take part in
the interviews, Amanda had packed everything for her trip to the
capital, just in case. Now, her hopeful foresight was paying
off.

Amanda had lived on a farm about a day’s walk
from the castle, and she’d dreamed of being in the guard for as
long as she could remember. Yesterday, her stomach had been such a
knot of nervousness and excitement that she’d blindly followed her
escort immediately into the barracks building on the right-hand
side of the courtyard without really looking around. Today, she
stood just to the right of the great double gates and gaped like a
tourist, taking everything in.

Though it was still early, only an hour or so
after dawn, the castle courtyard was full of activity. There were
grooms bustling around the building to the left, one leading a
tired-looking horse into the gloom of what must be the stables,
while an equally tired-looking man entered the castle itself.
Amanda could hear dogs barking from the direction of the stables
and concluded that the king’s dog kennel must be in that direction
too.

“Is there something I can help you with,
ma’am?”

Amanda was startled out of her sightseeing
and turned to look at the man who had addressed her, blushing. He
was dressed in the uniform of a royal guardsman, red and gray, the
uniform that would shortly be her own.

“I’m reporting for duty,” she explained,
holding her hand out in greeting. “I’m Amanda.”

“Ah, yes,” the young man said with a slightly
condescending smile, taking Amanda’s hand in a firm grip and
shaking it in welcome. “One of the new recruits. Welcome to the
team.”

He dropped her hand without introducing
himself and started walking toward the barracks. “I’ll show you
around and take you to see the lieutenant. He’ll get you settled
and explain what happens next.”

As soon as Amanda entered the barracks, two
options lay in front of her.

“The corridor to the left here leads to the
one of the dining hall entrances, and then all the way around the
building to one of the entrances to the sleeping quarters.
Lieutenant Owen’s room is down there too,” the guard explained.

“Here is the captain’s office,” he continued,
gesturing to the door immediately to his right as he passed it and
led Amanda deeper into the building. When they reached a junction
in the hall, the guard stopped and turned to face the red-haired
woman.

“If you go down here to the left, you’ll find
the other entrance to the dining hall and the one for the kitchen.
You’ll also eventually meet up with the hallway that goes all the
way around that side of the building. Straight ahead is the other
entrance to the sleeping quarters, as well as the entrance to the
other lieutenant’s quarters. I understand that’ll be you.” This
last he said with a bit of a sneer and an appraising look that
Amanda didn’t appreciate. Before she could comment, the guard was
off again, leading her down the corridor to her right.

“This is the entrance to the barracks
courtyard. The captain practices there pretty much every morning at
dawn, and you’d be wise to avoid it during that time. Just down the
hall here on the left are the captain’s quarters, and beyond that,
the entrance to the library. The last door on the left is the
armory, and if you follow the corridor all the way around, you’ll
reach the indoor practice arena. You get all that?”

Amanda nodded her head, not wanting to admit
to this man that he’d rhymed off the various rooms far too quickly
for her to absorb them all. He obviously already had a low enough
opinion of her, and she didn’t want to say or do anything to lower
it further.

“Let’s go find Owen then,” he commented,
briskly turning on his heel and leading her back the way they’d
come. As she passed the entrance to the courtyard, Amanda couldn’t
help but smile, remembering her victory the day before. Then, with
a silent sigh, she picked up her pace and followed the guard.
This is where I want to be, she reminded herself.

Owen, like the rest of the currently off-duty
guards, was in the dining hall breaking his fast. He rose when
Amanda approached the table, and her escort saluted the imposing
man smartly.

“You show her around?” the lieutenant asked,
raking his hand through his dark brown hair.

“Yes sir,” the guard confirmed, dropping his
arm back to his side.

“Then back outside with you!” Owen snapped,
causing the young guard to spin around and retreat from the dining
hall as quickly as possible without running.

“Come with me.” Owen picked up a piece of
bread and took a bite out of it as he led Amanda back through the
entrance she’d just come in and down the hall to the right. She was
feeling hopelessly lost and turned around when Owen came to a stop
outside a door. He turned the knob and opened the door, ushering
her into a good-sized and modestly appointed room.

Owen immediately lit a lantern that was
hanging just inside the door, and then used the same match to light
the fire that waited in the small fireplace. As the kindling
caught, the flames brought ruddy highlights out in Owen’s dark
hair, and his brown eyes looked up and caught her gaze.

“Come on in,” he directed, gesturing to the
room. “I’m not going to bite.”

Amanda could only nod mutely, intimidated by
the man before her. He was tall and well muscled, and his face
didn’t appear to be one that smiled very often. She gave herself a
mental shake, reminding herself again that she’d earned the
right to be here.

“Is the room to your liking?” Owen asked, the
corners of his lips turning up just a little at the woman’s
reticence. She certainly didn’t seem to be the firecracker that had
challenged the captain just the day before.

Looking around her, Amanda realized that
there was only one bed and one dresser in the room, along with a
small desk, a chair and a shelf that held a couple of books. There
was a chest at the foot of the bed, and another door on the right
hand wall.

“Yes, the room is fine,” she answered, “but
where is the furniture for my roommate?”

“Roommate? You’re the junior lieutenant, and
don’t share this room with anyone.”

“So what the princess said yesterday is true?
I’m actually going to be the new lieutenant? But I haven’t earned
my place here yet, haven’t had a chance to prove myself.”

Much to her surprise, Owen laughed, a deep
bellow of a sound. “The princess knows what she’s talking about
when it comes to combat, and if she says you’re it, then you’re it.
And don’t worry… you’ll get the chance to prove yourself.”

Blushing, Amanda stammered an apology for her
mis-understanding.

“You don’t need to apologize, girl,” Owen
commented, thoroughly enjoying the woman’s refreshing simplicity.
“For now, you’re the only woman in the guard, and that’ll be hard
on you. I recommend that you don’t let Aislynn down, making her
look like a fool for putting your name forward. The captain won’t
appreciate it either.”

“Gee, no pressure there,” she muttered to
herself, looking around the room once again.

Seeing the sudden look of discomfort that
flitted across her face, Owen took pity on the new recruit and
softened his face a little. “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. I saw you
yesterday, and you’ll be running circles around most of your
fellows. They’ll see that you’re good enough to be here.”

Amanda nodded her acknowledgement of his
statement and walked into the room, setting her bag down on the
bed. As she started to unpack, she gestured to the door in the far
wall.

“Where does that lead?”

“That door leads to the sleeping quarters for
the rest of the guardsman. You’ll not likely need to use it, and
the door locks from the inside, but it’s there in case of
emergencies.” Owen’s face clouded over briefly, but he pushed the
memories of the attack on the barracks aside.

“Did you eat this morning?”

“Yes, at the inn before I left.”

“Then I’ll let you get your things unpacked
and put away, and I’ll come find you when the captain returns from
his breakfast at the castle.”

Amanda nodded, and got to work right away.
Owen slipped silently from the room and left the new lieutenant to
do what she needed to.

 


 


“So what do you think of her?” Byron asked,
gesturing to Owen to sit in the chair across from his desk.

“She seems uncomfortable,” Owen confided,
remembering Amanda’s nervous gestures and her slight surprise at
being the only female in the barracks.

“I’m sure she’ll be fine once she settles
in,” Owen continued. “Everybody is on edge when they first start
here.”

“Do you think making her lieutenant before
she’s proven herself was a mistake?”

“No,” Owen answered immediately, shaking his
head. “She’s the best we saw, and she’s better than most here right
now. She’s got natural leadership ability, and Aislynn’s the one
who pegged her for the job. The princess hasn’t misjudged combat
capability yet.”

Byron sighed, hoping Owen was right. “I hope
I’m not pushing her into something she’s not ready for.”

“Just start her off like you would any
newbie. Once she’s settled, and after she’s proven to the men that
she deserves her position, I’ll take her under my wing and we’ll
get her training underway. It won’t take long.”

Byron looked across his desk at his trusted
lieutenant. Owen had been working under him for three years now,
and despite the fact that he was a good decade older than his
captain was, Byron had never felt any resentment from the man, and
had never experienced even the hint of insubordination. The men
Byron commanded respected and liked him, and he hoped that having
Amanda here wasn’t pushing them too far.

“Don’t worry so much,” Owen commented, a
sparkle in his eye. “If there’s any trouble, you can set Aislynn
loose on the offending guards and that’ll be the end of that.”

Byron smiled. “I’m not sure Amanda would
appreciate the princess coming to her rescue.”

“And that’s why Amanda’s the right one for
the job. You’ll see.”

“You might as well go and get her for me.
I’ll get her settled for today and we’ll see what tomorrow
brings.”

Owen rose from his chair and gave his captain
a quick salute before opening the door to the office and walking up
the hall to fetch the new lieutenant. Amanda answered the door
immediately when he knocked, and she followed Owen back down the
hall, her whole body radiating apprehension.

“He doesn’t bite any more than I do,” Owen
commented as he ushered the red-haired woman into the room and
carefully shut the door behind her. With a shake of his head, Owen
moved deeper into the building, ready to return to his interrupted
duties.

“Welcome to the royal guard,” Byron said,
greeting Amanda with an open smile that reached all the way to his
bright blue eyes.

“Captain,” Amanda greeted him, nodding her
head. Every muscle in her body was taut with tension, being alone
in the room with him. He was only a year or so older than she was,
but the power he commanded…

“Please, have a seat. I’d be happy to answer
any questions you happen to have.”

“Why now?” she blurted out, and then blushed
at her straightforward demand for an answer.

“Times have changed,” was the reply, “and the
guard is changing with them. Your persistence does you credit.”

“And what now? What can I expect?”

“Well, first I need to assess your weapons
training, and then tomorrow we’ll get you and the others all
started on rotations. You need to learn the routines of each of the
various positions so that you’ll be able to assign the men to their
jobs and lead them effectively. It’ll take time to learn the ropes,
but Owen and I will help you.”

Amanda took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. This didn’t sound too bad.

“So when can we start?”

Byron laughed and stood up from his chair.
“We can start right now, if you want. We’ll grab a few things from
the armory, then head into the arena and see what you’re made
of.”

The captain led the way out of his office and
took the right hand corridor toward the armory. When they reached
the room, he gestured her inside, with instructions to select as
many of the weapons as she was comfortable using.

The new lieutenant’s green eyes lit with
pleasure as she took in the sight before her. Neat rows of weapons
covered the walls, organized from the most common to the least, all
well cared for and ready to use.

“Melee or ranged?” she asked, not glancing
back over her shoulder toward the bemused captain.

“Melee for right now. I’ll let Owen run you
through the ranged weapons later, since they’re more his specialty
than mine.”

Amanda finished her first tour of the room,
and started around again. This time, she picked up a few of the
weapons as she passed them, making sure to test their weight and
balance before she made her final selections. This was her chance
to prove to Byron that yesterday’s performance wasn’t a fluke and
that she truly belonged here. She wasn’t going to rush her choices
and risk ruining everything. Instead, she moved slowly and made her
choices carefully, ending up with a dagger, long sword, and a
medium-sized axe.

Byron found her choices interesting, but said
nothing as he selected an axe and dagger of his own. The captain
had his sword already belted comfortably around his waist.

“Lock up here and then don’t let anyone into
the arena,” Byron commanded the guard on duty in the armory before
leading Amanda back into the hall. The guard saluted smartly at the
captain’s retreating back and followed his orders.

“What was that for?” Amanda asked as she
placed her weapons carefully on to a rack.

“You don’t need an audience today,” Byron
replied. “There will be plenty of time to show the others what you
can do. Right now, I want you to only concentrate on showing
me.”

That won’t be a problem, she thought to
herself, eager to have this chance. She picked up the axe first,
remembering from yesterday that the captain favored the sword.
Perhaps she’d be able to surprise him. After all, she’d had a lot
of practice wielding an axe over the years, chopping wood back home
and clearing land for her family’s farm.

Byron let his opponent make the first move,
wanting her to be as comfortable as possible. In his experience,
nervousness tended to lead to poor performance, and he was curious
to find out if she was even better than she’d demonstrated the day
before.

Amanda was more than happy to take the lead,
and she gripped the haft of her weapon with both hands before
twirling it down to her right. As the head swung through the bottom
of its arc, she took a step forward and used her motion to add
power to the swing, slamming the blade up toward the captain.

Byron moved his left leg behind him,
presenting his profile to Amanda and meeting her axe with the haft
of his own. The power behind her attack bounced Byron’s axe upward,
and he used the momentum to bring his weapon up over his head
before reversing the direction of the axe and sweeping it down at
Amanda’s shoulder.

Amanda saw the attack coming and easily
danced aside. She didn’t try to block the attack, knowing that
Byron was stronger than she was and not wanting to numb her arms
and hands from the blow. Instead, she stepped in closer to him as
his attack swished past and brought her axe to bear while he was
busy reversing his attack. She would have had all the time in the
world to attack Byron if the captain hadn’t spent so many months
sparring with Aislynn.

Instead of trying to reverse the momentum of
his blade, as Amanda expected, Byron whirled around, briefly
presenting his back to his opponent. He knew from experience that
once she was inside his reach, Aislynn usually had him on the
ground, and Byron was not going to let something similar happen
today. His move was unexpected, and Amanda was unable to take
advantage of such an easy target due to the size and weight of her
weapon. Before she could gather herself, Byron finished his spin
and brought the sharp blade of his axe to rest against her arm,
midway between her elbow and shoulder.

“What’s next?” he asked, grinning to soften
the defeat.

“Dagger,” she replied, eyes glittering with
suppressed anger. Amanda spun away from him and went back to the
weapons rack, placing her axe down gently and grabbing the much
smaller blade.

Byron grinned to himself and remarked
silently that his new lieutenant had a personality much like that
of his beloved princess – fiery.

 


 


 



Chapter 6

Amanda clawed her way out of the nightmare
she’d been having, opening her eyes to the darkness of her room.
Without any windows, it was pitch black, and she fumbled for the
matches and candle on the small table beside her bed. The fire had
burned down to embers hours ago and eventually she managed to light
the candle, light blooming in the darkness.

Sitting up carefully, Amanda could feel all
of the sore and tired muscles from her workouts the day before.
After her morning with the captain, Owen had taken her back to the
arena yesterday afternoon, testing her proficiency with a variety
of ranged weapons. Her shoulders ached, and her hands twitched as
if her muscles remembered the pain of drawing and firing arrow
after arrow.

Having lived on a farm all of her life, she
was accustomed to waking up with the dawn, something that was going
to serve her well now. Sighing loudly, Amanda looked around at the
mess of her room. She’d known that her welcome here was likely to
be cold at best, but she’d been unprepared for the overt hostility
the men had shown her. At lunch and again at dinner, the men had
forced her to sit by herself at the table farthest from the kitchen
and the freshest food. Nobody would talk to her, but they were more
than willing to talk about her, loudly and within her
hearing.

By the time she’d finished her evening meal,
Amanda had wanted nothing more than to stumble into bed and fall
into a deep, dreamless sleep, but that wasn’t part of the plan for
the day either, apparently. While she’d been working with Owen,
someone had entered her room and tossed all of her belongings every
which way. She’d been too tired to do more than slip into her
nightclothes and push her strewn belongings off the bed and onto
the floor. Now, with time to spare before her morning meal, she’d
use her time to clean up and put her things away. Again.

“Why did I want this so badly?” she asked
herself as she dressed in one of her new uniforms and started to
clean.

“Because I had to prove to everyone that I
was good enough to do this job,” she answered herself, unable to
keep the bitterness from her voice.

“So prove it.”

Fiercely determined to follow her own advice,
Amanda quickly finished tidying her things, belted her sword around
her waist, and left her room. There were a few things she could do
to prove that she belonged here. Right now, she could use the next
hour or so to practice her sword skills. She would prove to
them all that she was good enough to be here, and nothing they
could do was going to make her leave.

As Amanda passed the entrance to the barracks
court-yard, she heard the sound of metal ringing against metal, and
she remembered that Byron practiced in the courtyard most days
around this time. She hadn’t known that he had a partner, but it
wasn’t any of her business and she prepared to move on. But just as
she took her next step, a very feminine squeal sounded from the
courtyard, followed by the sound of masculine laughter. Curiosity
getting the better of her, Amanda slipped into the short
hallway.

“—think you’re laughing at?” she heard as she
approached the entrance to the courtyard itself.

“You should see the look on your face,” Byron
answered, chuckling again. “It’s priceless.”

“Well it’s slippery this morning!” was the
indignant reply. Amanda recognized the voice as belonging to the
princess, and she came to a stop just inside the door, looking out
into the courtyard in surprise.

Aislynn was sitting on the ground, sword held
in her hand, staring up at Byron with an angry expression plastered
across her face. The captain was standing a short distance away,
his eyes sparkling with mischief, and his stance relaxed.

“You’re getting soft,” Aislynn growled. “You
should have finished it by now.”

She followed her words with a quick sweep of
her sword, aiming for Byron’s legs. The captain’s eyes widened in
alarm and he hopped into the air to avoid the blow. As he landed on
the slippery cobblestones, his feet slipped out from under him and
he crashed down beside Aislynn. The princess laughed and pointed
her sword at his throat.

Amanda looked around the courtyard and
noticed for the first time that the captain and the princess were
alone, except for the wolf that she’d heard accompanied Aislynn
everywhere she went. Neither of the people seemed to have noticed
her, but the wolf was staring at Amanda, and she met Cheta’s eyes
briefly as she swept her gaze around the small courtyard.

Aislynn stood, removing her sword from
Byron’s throat and offering the captain her hand. He accepted her
help and began to pull himself up, but his foot slipped out from
under him again, sending him crashing back to the ground and
pulling Aislynn down with him.

“You did that on purpose!” Aislynn protested,
aiming a punch at Byron, which he avoided by rolling out of the
way.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he replied with a grin.
“That’s more your style.”

As she watched the pair slowly get to their
feet again, continuing to argue and banter back and forth, Amanda
felt suddenly uncomfortable. It seemed like she was watching
something personal and private between the two of them, and she
backed away from the courtyard slowly, shaking her head. Amanda
didn’t understand what she’d just witnessed, but it certainly
seemed to her that the captain of the guard and the queen-to-be
were far too familiar with each other’s company.

As Amanda slipped away, Aislynn gestured to
the departing woman and turned her head to look at Byron. “What’s
up with her?”

Byron shrugged, unable to answer the
princess. He brought his sword back to a ready position, and he and
Aislynn continued with their practice.

 


 


Just over an hour later, Amanda paused in the
doorway of the dining hall. Her red hair still curled in sweaty
tendrils around her face, a testimony to her own morning exercises,
time that she’d also used to determine her plan of action. She knew
that in order to survive in the guard, the men were going to have
to accept her, especially if she was supposed to lead them.
Breakfast was a perfect time and place to get her plan started.

Today, instead of searching around for
somewhere to sit, Amanda simply strode into the room, picked a
table and sat down. She ignored the incredulous looks of the men
already seated on the benches and helped herself to the food on the
platters. In fact, she ignored the men completely, and seemed
unbothered when they attempted to drive her away with sexist and
belittling comments. Eventually, the men tired of their
unresponsive target, and ignored her as they turned once again to
their own meals.

Not perfect, Amanda thought to herself, but
certainly an improvement over yesterday.

As the guards finished their morning meal,
Owen stood and began to read off the duty roster for the day. There
was currently about one-third of the guard on duty, and half of
those present in the dining hall would go to relieve them. For the
other half, including Amanda and the other new recruits, their
orders sent them to report to the arena in ten minutes for drills.
Amanda left the dining hall with a small, eager smile on her face,
knowing that now she’d be able to show the others that she
could hold her own.

Just inside the door of the arena were two
baskets, each containing lengths of red and blue fabric. Owen
called the assembled guards to order, and then named two of the men
as captains for the upcoming exercise.

“Each captain will take turns choosing among
you, forming two teams. The red team will begin to my left and the
blue team, to my right. Each team will attack the other, and the
last team standing will be the victor. The losing team will have
kitchen duty for the midday and evening meals.”

Owen picked up the baskets, and passed them
to the two captains. The first, a middle-aged man named Kyle, was
short and stocky, with dark hair and eyes. The second captain, Ray,
was older than most of the others in the room, his blond hair
streaked with gray. He had a quick, ready smile and his brown eyes
sparkled with suppressed mirth, as if he found the situation
funny.

Kyle got to choose first, and it was no
surprise that his choice was his best friend and partner. When Ray
had his turn, he also chose his partner, and so it went. Amanda,
though chosen last and more assigned to a team than picked for it,
was somewhat comforted by the fact that her three fellow newbies
were also among the last picked. All four of them would have to
prove their worth.

Each of the teams retired to their half of
the arena to choose their practice swords and discuss strategy just
as Byron entered the room and went to join Owen.

“How’s it going so far?” he asked once he was
close enough.

“About as expected. Chosen last were all four
of the newest guards, and Amanda was the last of all. I’m about to
throw in a twist, though,” Owen commented, a nasty grin on his
face. Byron looked over at him, an eyebrow raised in question, but
let Owen run the exercise as he liked.

“Okay everyone,” Owen called, getting the
guards’ attention once more. “Before we begin, there’s one last
thing you all need to know. If Kyle falls during the battle,
command will fall to his lieutenant, who will be Tamlin. For the
blue team, the lieutenant will be Amanda. Places everyone!”

Not giving the teams time to react to his
announcement, Owen blew a whistle and the melee began. The two
teams rushed toward each other, practice swords raised and
ready.

Byron noticed that Amanda moved herself over
to the side of the arena and just watched for a few moments. He
called Owen’s attention to her just as she finally stepped forward
to join the battle.

“What do you make of that?” Owen asked as he
watched the junior lieutenant slip her sword past her opponent’s
guard and drop him to the ground.

“I think that she’s smart enough not to rush
headlong into a battle against opponents she doesn’t know,” Byron
replied. “She had the ability to observe for a few moments, and she
took it.”

Amanda was unaware of the scrutiny of her
commanding officers when she plunged deeper into the fray. She
dropped her first opponent easily, taking him by surprise and
slipping her sword up and under his upraised arm. He dropped away
graciously enough, falling to the ground to act as a distraction
and obstacle. Amanda looked around for the next closest member of
the red team, stepping lightly over her fallen opponent.

Her target saw her coming and whirled toward
her with a look of disbelief on his face, as if he couldn’t
understand how she could possibly think to take him on. Amanda
ignored the look on his face and concentrated instead on his body
language, trying to determine which way he was going to move. As
the man lunged at her, she danced to the right and brought her
sword slashing across in front of her as she moved. The blade of
her sword connected with his with enough strength to smash it to
the side and force the man to take a step toward her, leaving
himself exposed. Amanda quickly reversed the direction of her blade
and jabbed her opponent in the stomach, dropping him to the
ground.

Looking up, Amanda saw the two captains face
off against each other. She wasn’t the only one who paused to
watch, and Ray yelled at them all to keep fighting as he stabbed
his sword forward toward Kyle. Amanda glanced around at the
remaining guards and immediately saw the wisdom of his command.
There were more members of the blue team on the ground than red
team members. Attacking now, while the red team was still a little
distracted, made perfect sense. She raised her sword and rushed at
her next opponent, a man who had his back facing her.

While stabbing someone in the back may not be
the most honorable thing to do, when you’re outnumbered any
advantage is a good advantage, at least to her mind. Amanda raised
her weapon a little higher and took the last few steps to bring her
into range, when the man seemed to sense her approach and he turned
around. Fortunately for him, he brought his own sword up
defensively as he did so, and he was able to catch her descending
attack. Amanda simply pulled back a little bit and prepared to
attack again.

Falling to a woman wasn't part of the plan
for the guard she faced, and he took the offensive, lunging forward
and stabbing with his sword. The attack was straightforward and
easy to defeat, almost insulting Amanda with its simplicity. She
blocked the attack easily, and stabbed forward with a quick attack
of her own before the man could recover his balance properly. Still
trapped in his lunge, he could only bring his sword up to parry,
feeling the full strength of Amanda’s blow quiver through his arms.
The power behind her attack staggered his balance a little, and
Amanda followed up immediately with another attack, this time a
slash at his leading leg.

The guard tried to bring his sword down to
block, and he was only partially successful. Amanda’s sword still
slipped past the blocking weapon, connecting painfully with the
man’s knee. His already precarious balance shifted and sent him
tumbling to the ground, Amanda’s sword pointed at his throat. The
guard dropped his weapon, conceding the victory to her.

Amanda spared a few moments to look around
and judge the progress of the battle. The combat between Kyle and
Ray was over, Ray sprawled dramatically on the ground and still
carrying on in a parody of a death scene. Some of the nearby red
team members were laughing at him. Woefully depleted, the blue team
had bodies strewn across the arena. She was now in charge, and her
first command rang out across the arena.

“Blue team to me!” she called, getting the
attention of her teammates. They needed to regroup and meet the red
team together instead of as individuals their opponents could pick
off more easily.

A few of the nearest members of the blue
teams responded to Amanda’s call, and moved in her direction,
fending off blows from red team members as they moved. On the other
side of the arena, one of her teammates called out an order of his
own.

“No! Blue team to me!”

The majority of the blue team moved toward
him, choosing the person they knew over someone they didn’t. Amanda
shook her head in disgust, vowing to deal with the insubordination
later, and set about organizing the few people she had into a small
defensive group, getting ready just as the first wave of red team
members hit.

The battle was furious and constant, the red
team surrounding her small group and attacking with a constant
barrage of slashes and stabs. She kept her men back to back, each
protecting his neighbor, and they managed to hold off their
opponents for some time, even taking a few of them out of the
combat.

Amanda heard a cheer go up from the other
side of the arena, but wasn’t familiar enough with the men to know
whose voices were raised in celebration. But when the number of
people attacking her tiny group suddenly increased, she knew that
her team was defeated and it was only a matter of time until their
opponents overran the last of them.

She fought valiantly at the side of her men,
proving to those who were paying attention that she really did know
how to handle herself in combat and that she was no stranger to the
sword. When the man at her side fell to the ground, Amanda stepped
over him to close the hole and she continued to rally her teammates
until they were all finally defeated. The last of them fell to the
ground, and a cheer went up from the red team.

Amanda got up off the ground, brushed off her
uniform, and strode across the arena to where the other members of
the blue team were regaining their feet. Amanda saw the man who’d
countermanded her order standing with a group of his friends and
altered her direction to approach him. She balled her right hand
into a tight fist, cocked back her arm, and punched the arrogant
jerk so hard in the face that he fell back to the ground, blood
running freely from his nose.

“Don’t you ever disobey a direct order
again,” she spat. Then she turned on her heel and marched back
across the arena to where her small group of men was waiting.

 


 


 



Chapter 7

A few days later, Aislynn and Eryk were
heading to the barracks courtyard for a practice session. Even
though Midwinter was past and the days were supposed to be getting
longer, it was certainly difficult to tell. Between the late dawns
and the most recent winter storm, this was the first time she’d
been able to make it in a few days. Eryk, who wasn’t nearly as
devoted to the regular practice sessions as his fiancée, hadn’t
been attending very many sessions at all so far this winter.

The pair had just settled, having chosen some
wooden practice weapons to work with, when Byron came stalking in
to the enclosed space. He glanced around the courtyard, saw Aislynn
and Eryk, and strode over to them. Every line of his body radiated
agitation, and he walked up to Aislynn so abruptly that Cheta
actually growled at him, something she hadn’t done in a very long
time.

“It’s about bloody well time that you showed
up,” Byron spat angrily, ignoring Cheta and continuing to walk
closer to Aislynn. “Do you expect me to be waiting around here all
day for you? I have other things that need doing too, you
know.”

“You know that your participation isn’t
required when Aislynn comes here to practice,” Eryk said a touch
coldly, not liking Byron’s tone. “If you have other things to do,
then go and do them.”

“And you!” Byron continued, rounding on Eryk.
“You think that you can just waltz in here and practice whenever
you’d like? Do you honestly think that these haphazard sessions are
going to do you any good?”

“Excuse me?” Eryk said quietly, his
expression carefully neutral. “Would you care to rephrase
that?”

At that point, Eryk looked every inch the
king that he was, his black hair blowing gently in the breeze and
his blue eyes glinting with carefully controlled anger.

Aislynn stared at Byron, totally shocked. She
had never seen him so angry, and he certainly wasn’t the type to be
so blatantly disrespectful, especially not to his king and friend.
Sure, he’d yell every now and again, and always with good cause,
but this was ridiculous.

As if suddenly realizing his error, Byron
snapped his mouth shut and took two very quick steps backwards. He
stood there a moment, Aislynn and Eryk just watching him silently,
and then he took a deep breath as if trying to rein in his
out-of-control temper.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized with a low bow to
the king. “Of course you both have every right to be here whenever
you want to be. And of course I am not required to exercise with
the princess. It’s just that… Well today, I think I could really
use a good workout.”

“Problems?” Aislynn asked. “You could go and
visit Pete if you need to work out some frustration.”

Pete was the nickname the guards used for the
pells, and Byron had introduced Aislynn to them once when she had
needed to work out some difficulties of her own. You got the
experience of beating on something without risking injury to
anybody else.

“Or you could go and chop some wood. Seeing
as it’s still winter, I’m sure there’s quite the pile to be
chopped,” suggested Eryk with a wry smile. Byron had once set him
to chopping wood when he was feeling angry, and Eryk thought that
the pay back would be a good one.

“Very funny,” Byron commented, glaring a
little at both of them and obviously not amused. “I’d prefer to hit
something that’s going to hit back.”

“And so you want to hit me.” Aislynn stated.
“What have I done to deserve that honor?”

“Well I did say that I would get you back for
all of the torture you put me though,” Byron replied. “You in?”

Aislynn turned her head to look at Eryk. He
nodded, willing to part with her for the time being. It was obvious
that Byron needed her more than he did right then, and Eryk felt
that he could be generous with Aislynn’s time. He exchanged his
practice sword for a bow and went to practice on his own at the
targets set up at the far end of the courtyard.

“Practice weapons?” Aislynn asked, turning
away from Eryk and starting to make her way farther into the
courtyard. “Or do you feel like something more deadly?”

“Definitely steel,” Byron answered without
hesitation.

“You realize that may not be the best idea,
right? If you’re angry enough to yell at Eryk…”

“I know that you’re good enough to avoid any
mistakes I might make, and you’re also good enough to not kill me
by accident if I slip up.”

That seemed logical enough to Aislynn, so she
shrugged and drew her sword and dagger once she reached the larger
open area of the courtyard. Just as she turned to face Byron, she
heard the first of Eryk’s arrows slam into the target butt set up
on the far wall.

“So how are the new recruits working out for
you?” Aislynn asked as Byron took a step forward. When he rushed
forward with a roar, Aislynn laughed.

“That answers that question,” she
commented, her sword rising to meet Byron’s descending blade.

Byron definitely had some pent up frustration
to work through, and he brought his blade down hard, attacking
repeatedly with brutal over-hand chops. Aislynn just braced herself
and kept her sword above her head, letting Byron’s blade
bounce.

When he started to slow the speed of his
chops, she bent her knees under the next attack. Byron’s blade came
down with a clang, but this time Aislynn pushed up hard with her
sword and threw him away from her.

“Let me guess,” she said. “Your new female
guard is at the root of the difficulties?”

Again, Byron rushed toward Aislynn, anger and
frustration obvious in his movements. As he moved, the captain
brought his sword sweeping in from the side, an obvious and clumsy
attack. Instead of dancing out of the way as she normally would
have, Aislynn gave Byron what he wanted, meeting his blade with her
own. They hit with a clang that was loud enough to make Eryk turn
around and look over from his own practice. Aislynn felt concern
radiate along the link she had to him, so she nodded when she knew
he was looking, but kept her attention fully on Byron. Fighting
when you’re angry was often dangerous – for yourself and for your
opponent.

Byron used the momentum from his blade
bouncing back to spin around and attack Aislynn from the other
side, the sword sweeping across and down in front of him. It’s a
good thing that Aislynn was paying attention, because the attack
was fast, and she barely managed to get herself positioned properly
to accept the blow.

The first thing Aislynn noticed when Byron
came in for the next attack was that he was starting to calm down.
She could tell that by the way he stood, more balanced and holding
his sword more carefully. Still wary, Aislynn waited to see what
would happen.

Again, the attack was very fast. Byron’s
sword whipped in, cutting through the air on an ascending arc. The
tip of his sword aimed at her hip, he meant for the attack to cut
up along her midriff, ending at her shoulder. Aislynn dropped her
sword down to block the arc of his attack, and thrust forward with
her dagger. With Byron starting to be more in control, she was no
longer required simply to defend herself.

Byron twisted to the side to avoid the
dagger, which caused his sword to twist as well when he moved. The
movement of Byron’s sword twisted Aislynn’s wrist, causing her to
gasp in pain and pull away, but she was able to avoid dropping her
primary weapon. Byron didn’t give her any time to recover though,
driving forward again with another attack.

Her right wrist throbbing, Aislynn needed to
block the next attack with her dagger, which didn’t go well at all.
When Byron’s sword came in, this time an attack aimed at her
stomach, she dropped her left hand and stopped the blade, but the
much shorter dagger allowed Byron’s weapon to skitter much too
close. Aislynn abandoned her off-hand weapon and jumped back in
order to avoid getting cut.

Aislynn shifted her weight and changed her
stance to accommodate her change of weapons, while Byron drove his
sword in again. He realized that he had an advantage over his
opponent, which was unusual, and he knew that he had to act quickly
if he wanted to catch her off guard and make the most of it.

Considering that Byron had already expended a
lot of energy on some very brutal attacks, the intensity of the
strikes that came next caught Aislynn off guard. Byron took three
quick steps forward, rushing right into Aislynn’s reach and driving
her back with stabs aimed at her thighs, shoulders and hips, in no
discernable order. Aislynn brought her blade in to parry over and
over again, but he forced her to give ground too quickly. She
stumbled backwards and quickly found herself on the ground staring
up at Byron’s sword.

“Feel better?” she asked, a small smile on
her face.

“Definitely,” he replied, offering her a hand
up. She took his hand and got up off of the cold ground. She
sheathed her sword and retrieved her dagger before turning back to
face the captain.

“If Amanda’s giving you this much trouble,
why don’t you just get rid of her? Surely you’ve had recruits
before who just didn’t work out.”

Byron sighed. “Honestly, I think I’d get rid
of her if I could,” he admitted. “But it wouldn’t be right. She’s
talented and she shows a real flair for leadership. She
hasn’t really given me any reason to get rid of her.”

“Is it the men? Are they not accepting
her?”

“That’s a big part of it,” Byron said with a
shake of his head. “She takes no crap from anyone, and we’ve had a
few fights break out. A few days ago, she punched one of the men in
the face for disobeying an order. While there are better ways to
lead, it has actually made her quite popular among the older
members of the guard, those who can’t stand the arrogance of some
of the younger men. There are still a few of the guards who don’t
think she belongs here, but they’re starting to keep their comments
mostly to themselves now.”

“What’s the rest of the issue? Does Owen not
like her? I don’t really understand the problem here, Byron.
Certainly nothing to explain the level of frustration you just
showed.” Aislynn was confused and hoped that Byron had some
answers.

Byron shook his head, starting to look
embarrassed. “She won’t be paired with Owen for some time yet, not
until after she’s learned all the basics. I have no shortage of
volunteers to partner with her for now though. I think some of the
men are afraid not to volunteer.” Byron laughed.

“So what is the problem? She sounds
like an ideal recruit for the guard.”

“It’s everything else!” Byron exclaimed, the
frustration back in his voice, though at a much reduced level.
“Outside of training and duty, the men still ignore her and pretend
she doesn’t exist. She’s made no friends, and the comments… I don’t
hear much directly, but I have ears among the men, and a lot gets
back to me.”

“And? This was to be expected.”

Byron looked at Aislynn, and she waited for
him to continue.

Byron sighed. “I hate that I can’t do
anything about it,” he admitted. “If I step in and try to put a
stop to any of it, she’ll lose all the credibility she’s managed to
accumulate so far. It’s not right though.”

“No, it isn’t,” Aislynn agreed, “but it’s the
way of things. I had many of the same problems, and I survived. So
will she. There’s nothing you can do about this, not really, so you
might as well stop borrowing trouble.”

Byron look chagrined as the pair made their
way back across the courtyard to where Eryk was still hard at work
with his bow.

“You need to stop thinking of her as
different from the men,” Aislynn commented. “Amanda’s been doing
everything you’ve asked of her, and she’s been doing it well,
according to you. Take that for what it is, and relax a little! The
rest will work itself out.”

“I’ve never had to worry about having a woman
around all the time. It’s strange, and a little frightening,” Byron
admitted. “And I can’t let my frustrations out around the men – it
wouldn’t be right.”

Aislynn just laughed at him. “I guess it’s a
good thing that you have me around then, isn’t it? I’ll do my best
to not miss any more practices until Amanda is fully settled.”

Eryk took one look at Byron when they reached
the king, and he knew that whatever it was that had been bothering
his captain had been at least partially resolved. He looked
considerably more relaxed, and Eryk was happy to see that Aislynn
was still in one piece, despite what he’d heard going on behind
him.

“Well,” the king said, “if the two of you are
finished, Aislynn and I should likely get going. We’ll see you at
the council meeting in a little while.”

Not waiting for an answer, Eryk reclaimed his
fiancée from Byron and the two of them made their way back toward
the exit from the courtyard.

“Remember what I told you,” Aislynn called
back over her shoulder. “Stop borrowing trouble and everything will
be fine.”

Watching them leave, Byron really hoped that
the princess was right. He had to admit to himself that he really
liked the red-haired new recruit, and she had more promise than any
of the others did. He just hoped that she was worth the time it was
going to take to deal with the hassles.

 


 


 



Chapter 8

After leaving Eryk at the top of the stairs,
Aislynn went to her room to change for the day. Everyone was well
used to her eccentricities when it came to clothing, and nobody
batted an eye anymore to see her in pants with a sword belted
around her waist. If she had learned one thing from Marja however,
it was that people tended to respond better when she dressed the
way they expected her to. And so each day she struggled into the
dresses she hated so much.

Stephanie, as efficient as always, had left
her dress lying across her bed before heading off to do whatever
she needed to do this morning. They had come to an agreement early
on when it came to normal day-to-day functions – Stephanie left her
clothing out and Aislynn got herself ready, freeing Stephanie up
for her other duties, unless the clothing was something that
Aislynn needed help getting into. Since she didn't see her
maidservant anywhere when she and Cheta entered the reception room
of the suite, the princess knew that she’d have no battles with
clothing this morning.

There was a dress made out of dark green
velvet waiting for her, and Aislynn was happy to see that it
buttoned up the front. Trimmed with a pale yellow lace and in her
favorite style, it had tight fitted sleeves and a skirt that gave
her a decent range of motion. She washed quickly, got dressed, and
then went looking for the papers she needed for the meeting. She
was pretty sure that she’d left them on her small desk in the other
room…

Today’s council meeting would be the first
with Branden back in his old position as Eryk’s chief advisor, and
Aislynn was honestly looking forward to it. She knew that Eryk had
his council well in hand now, so there should be little or no issue
with Branden coming back. And as an added bonus, Marja would be
joining them for lunch afterwards. Since there wasn’t anything
horribly important to discuss today, overall the day looked to be
an easy one.

Aislynn swished her way down the corridor,
the velvet brushing against itself as she walked. She found the
noise funny, and she giggled to herself a little while she flipped
though the papers in her hand, getting them organized for the
meeting. Cheta dashed ahead, running down the stairs and heading
for the council chambers and the fire that would be warming the
room. The wolf was getting soft, Aislynn thought to herself with a
smile. As soon as the weather warmed up again, Cheta was due for
some serious exercise.

She took a step down the staircase, and
suddenly she was falling. Startled, a small screech escaped her
lips, and the handful of papers she was holding went flying
everywhere. She tumbled forward headfirst down the stairs, and she
was gaining speed. Aislynn tried to align her body properly so that
she could fall safely, but the fabric of her skirts kept getting in
the way as she rolled.

Desperately, she pushed at the fabric that
was blocking her vision, trying to get the voluminous skirt away
from her face. By the time Aislynn succeeded, the bottom of the
stairs was frighteningly close, and it was only another one and a
half rolls before she hit the ground, hard. This time it wasn’t a
screech that she uttered, but a scream.

“Oh my gods! Princess, are you okay?” The
voice was familiar, but one that she hadn’t heard for a number of
months. Aislynn looked up and saw a familiar form crouched beside
her. His brown hair was a bit shaggy, and his warm brown eyes were
full of concern.

“Petyr? Did you just get here?”

“Yeah, just in time to see you fall. Are you
okay?”

“No,” she answered, shaking her head. “I’m
not. I need to see a healer.”

Petyr helped her up, noting that she favored
her right arm, holding it close to her body. He gathered the fallen
papers, thinking that it was likely best if they weren’t left lying
around, and then he walked with Aislynn down the hall toward the
suite of the palace the housed the healers.

 


 


A little while later, Aislynn, Petyr and
Michael entered into the council chambers. Everyone else was
already waiting, and Eryk looked questioningly at Aislynn and her
bandaged wrist when she took her seat beside him. He started to ask
her a question, but she shook her head, giving him a look that said
“later.”

“Well then, let’s get started,” said Eryk,
looking away from Aislynn.

“First, I would like to announce the
appointment of my new chief advisor. I’m sure you’ll all recognize
Lord Branden. The princess and I felt that it would be best to
appoint a new advisor so that Aislynn can take over the duties of
queen on the council, and Branden is the best trained for the
advisory position. I’m also sure you’ll all agree that aside from
the one lapse of judgment, his record has been impeccable,
including exemplary service during the recent conflict with
Madelia.”

Eryk paused now, trying to judge the impact
of his carefully prepared and rehearsed speech. Looking around the
room, he could see a few concerned expressions flit across some of
the assembled faces, but there didn’t appear to be any outright
hostility or disagreement. He was happy to see the proof that he
had his council under control, finally.

“Moving on to the next order of business,”
Eryk continued. “Lord Petyr has joined us from the Madelian border.
What is the news from the north?”

Petyr cleared his throat and looked quickly
around the table at the assembled councilors. “Quite honestly, the
border is quiet, just as it has been since the last remnants of the
army crossed it shortly after Harvestide.”

“And the fortifications?” asked Lord Patrick,
the councilor who represented the merchants. He was one of four new
councilors appointed immediately after the war to fill the
positions left vacant after the attack on the castle and city.

“We were able to get the foundations laid in
the fall,” Petyr answered, “but the building has been slow since
the first snows, as you would expect. We were fortunate to be able
to stockpile some stone before the winter began, and we’ve been
using that, so progress is being made, but it’s a
time-consuming process.”

Eryk’s vision once the war had ended was to
build fortifications along the border between Bacovia and Madelia,
with regularly spaced guard towers that would remain manned year
round. The hostilities between the two kingdoms had been going on
for a very long time and had very deep roots, so Eryk thought that
it was a good idea to be better prepared in the future. One never
did know when somebody would decide to go to war again.

“What about news from across the border? Has
there been any diplomatic contact from Madelia yet?” These
questions came from Byron, who was in his usual seat directly
across the oval shaped table from Eryk and Aislynn, and he directed
them to Lady Liora, the new head of diplomatic relations.

Liora had joined the council after the death
of Lord Harmon, who had been in the position of head of diplomatic
relations for a very long time before his death during the war. He
had been responsible for a number of the currently standing
treaties with Bacovia’s six neighboring kingdoms, including a few
with Aislynn’s own home kingdom of Evendell. Harmon had been very
well respected, and Liora had a huge role to fill.

“We haven’t had any contact from Madelia yet,
but I’m not concerned by that. Given the state of affairs that the
princess and the captain reported in the fall, there’s no possible
way that they decided on a new ruler before the winter closed the
roads.”

The councilor smiled at her assembled peers,
radiating reassurance. Aislynn liked Liora’s smile, warm and
welcoming, and she found listening to the woman soothing. Seeing
her in action was bound to be interesting, and Aislynn looked
forward to it.

“It will likely be around the time of the
wedding before we hear anything, so there’s no need to worry about
it now.” Liora ran her hand through her straight, light brown hair,
pushing some escaped strands back over her shoulder. Everything
about her body language indicated confidence.

“About the wedding,” inserted Mataline, the
woman in charge of the kingdom’s purse strings. “We need to sit
down sometime soon and figure out what still needs to be done and
paid for. I expect pretty much everything,” she said with a mock
glare in Aislynn’s direction. She knew that Aislynn had taken a
long time to reach her decision to accept Eryk’s proposal, and she
knew that Aislynn wasn’t really all that excited by the fanfare
that was coming. Marja, on the other hand…

“We’ll get together soon,” Aislynn promised
with a blush. “Tomorrow?”

Mataline nodded and made a note, determined
to hunt the princess down tomorrow if she needed to.

“Then there’s only one last thing that I need
taken care of,” Mataline said. “My Lord Captain, do you have your
estimates for the additions to the barracks ready?”

“Yes, they’re right here,” Byron answered,
sliding a sheet of paper across the table toward Mataline. “The
estimates include the new second level, the changes that will be
required inside the building to accommodate for the second level,
and the ballista for the roof.”

“And how are your newest recruits working
out?” asked Petyr. “I heard rumors that you allowed a woman into
the guard this round.”

Byron looked over at Aislynn before he
answered Petyr’s question, and when he did answer, it was with an
odd look on his face. He still didn’t seem entirely comfortable
with the situation he was dealing with.

“The newest recruits are fine, and thanks for
the ones you released from the army to fill our ranks. As for my
new Junior Lieutenant, she is indeed a woman, and a very talented
one at that.”

“And how’s that working out for you?” Petyr
asked with genuine curiosity. If things went well with Byron’s
experiment, he could consider letting women into the army too.

“In all honesty, it will be much easier when
there are more of them. Making accommodations for one is a real
pain.”

The council shared a laugh, and with the last
of the business taken care of for the day, Eryk dismissed everyone
to go about his or her normal duties. Before they could leave, Eryk
gathered Branden, Byron and Petyr with a glance, and Aislynn stayed
without him having to say anything. She knew that Eryk’s tolerance
for “later” was short.

“So what happened?” Eryk asked when the room
was empty of all the extra bodies, looking directly at Aislynn.

“I’m fine,” she protested. “It was just…”

“An accident,” Eryk finished for her. “Do you
have any idea how many times you’ve said that within the last
couple of weeks? What happened?” Eryk asked again.

“She broke her wrist,” Petyr answered,
drawing a glare from Aislynn. Looking totally unapologetic, he
continued. “I saw her fall, just when I was coming in the door. I
took her to the healers myself, and Michael treated her.”

“You broke your wrist?” Byron demanded,
concern obvious in his voice.

“It was this stupid dress,” Aislynn
complained, pulling at the offending velvet. “When I tripped, the
fabric kept getting in the way and I couldn’t get myself aligned
properly. Besides, Michael said that I can take the bandage off in
a few days, and I’ll retain all of the mobility in the joint. The
healers here are very talented and their magic is strong. It’s no
big deal.”

“You tripped?” Eryk asked, incredulous. “I
could trip on the stairs. Branden could trip on the stairs.
Maybe Byron, but not you. I’ve seen you climb up the castle
wall in the rain for crying out loud, and balance yourself on the
beams of the cathedral. You wouldn’t just trip.”

“There has to be something going on,” Byron
agreed. “Each time you have one of these ‘accidents’, it gets more
severe and more dangerous.”

“You broke your wrist this time,” Branden
added, “but you could have broken your neck.”

“Was there anyone around when it happened?”
Eryk asked, encompassing both Aislynn and Petyr with his gaze.

“I don’t remember seeing anyone, but I was
reading through my papers at the time and not really paying
attention,” Aislynn admitted.

“There wasn’t anyone around when I got
there,” Petyr said. “Nobody in the foyer, on the stairs, or visible
in any of the nearby corridors, now that I think about it.”

“That’s certainly not normal. Someone is
definitely trying to hurt you,” Byron commented, “or kill you.
You’re going to have to be a lot more careful, your Highness.”

Aislynn grimaced at Byron’s slip into her
formal address, something that he only did when he was nervous.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t disagree with his assessment. It did
seem to be pretty obvious that someone was out to get her, and
Aislynn had no reason to make his or her job any easier.

 


 


“You are going to have to seriously step up
your game if you really want her dead,” a voice stated from behind
her. Alexius whirled around, hands flying up defensively in front
of her, caught totally by surprise.

“Who are you? What are you doing here? How
did you get in?” Alexius demanded, trying to cover her surprise
with anger.

“I have my ways,” the woman replied to the
last question, totally nonchalant. She walked over to a nearby
chair and sat down.

Gathering her wits about her, Alexius took a
seat of her own, facing the unknown woman. She knew that her guest
was familiar somehow, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on
it.

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking
about,” Alexius said, backpedaling. “If I want who dead?” Alexius
opened her blue eyes as wide as they could go, trying to look
innocent, and failing miserably.

“Oh please. Let’s not play these games,
Alexius. I know what you’ve been doing. Accidents? Bribing people
to trip her down the stairs? You don’t seriously expect to kill the
princess that way, do you?”

“I almost had her with the stairs. And why
would you care?” Alexius demanded, giving up. “Who are
you?”

“I care because I want to see her dead at
least as much as you do. And almost isn’t good enough when we’re
playing for keeps.”

Alexius took a good look at the woman seated
across from her. She looked at the short, black hair and the hard
blue eyes, and still couldn’t figure out why she seemed so
familiar.

“Aislynn took everything from me,” the woman
continued. “My life, my home, my family…”

Finally, Alexius put the pieces together.
“Cora?” she asked. The woman nodded sharply, a simple up and down
movement of her head.

“Wow, you certainly look different. So what
do you want to do?” Alexius questioned. “You obviously think that
you have a better plan than mine.”

Cora smiled a nasty smile and leaned closer
to Alexius. “I assume that you’ve had some difficulty finding
people who will take your money, yes?”

When Alexius nodded, Cora continued. “That
creature somehow inspires loyalty in the people around her, so
we’re going to need to look outside the palace. It will take a lot
of planning and some time, but this is what we’ll do…”

Alexius leaned closer and couldn’t keep a
smile off of her face as Cora outlined her plan. Aislynn had a lot
to atone for, and this plan would be perfect.

Cora had lost her brother and been forced
into exile soon after Aislynn’s arrival in Bacovia, and she had
witnessed the assassination of Madelia’s queen. Without one of her
benefactors, the situation practically forced Cora to beg for
shelter and protection, and she wanted revenge. That suited Alexius
fine, since Alexius blamed Aislynn for her own exile – as well as
the loss of Eryk, who was supposed to have been her husband.

“She’d better watch out,” Alexius purred.
“Here we come.”

 


 


 



Chapter 9

The next dawn found Aislynn in her accustomed
location – the barracks courtyard. Byron was already there waiting
for her, totally unsurprised by the fact that she had shown up. He
knew from experience that Aislynn would show up as long as she
could walk, even if she was otherwise injured.

“You’re right-handed, my dear,” the captain
pointed out as Aislynn came into view. “How do you expect to
practice when your right wrist is broken?”

“Oh gee, Byron,” came the immediate and
caustic reply, “I wasn’t aware of the fact that you were incapable
of fighting with your off hand. Maybe I’ll let you use your
dominant hand if it’s that big a deal.”

Byron recoiled a little from the acid in her
voice, but did notice that she had her sword belted on her right
side, her usual dagger missing.

“How about we just take a break today?” he
asked as he walked over to one of the benches in the courtyard and
sat down. Aislynn stopped where she was and looked at him
suspiciously.

“You want to sit out here in the snow? You
hate the cold.”

Byron laughed. “I’ll admit that I’d prefer to
take the day off somewhere warmer, but if you let me take today
off, I’ll let you decide where.”

“You don’t fool me you know,” she commented
as she turned on her heel and strode off back into the building.
Aislynn headed directly to Byron’s office, threading easily through
the familiar corridors.

Cheta raced ahead for her spot in front of
the fire as soon as she was certain that the office was their
destination. Aislynn arrived before Byron and she sat down in her
usual chair, propping her feet up on his desk while she waited for
her so unsubtle friend.

“So what’s so important?” Aislynn asked once
Byron had settled into his own chair. “You obviously want to talk
to me about something.”

“I never have been able to fool you,” he
answered her with a small smile. “We need to talk about these
accidents of yours.”

Aislynn rolled her eyes, but said nothing.
Once Byron got it into his mind to talk to her about something, he
didn’t let up until he’d had his say.

“I’m seriously concerned about these attacks,
or whatever they are. You are one of the most highly-trained people
I’ve ever met, and you’re still falling prey to them, and I’m at a
loss to protect you,” he admitted.

“You don’t have to protect me, Byron,”
Aislynn commented immediately, but Byron cut her off before she
could say anything else.

“Yes, I do,” he insisted. “Eryk relies on me
to protect you, especially when you can’t seem to protect yourself.
He trusts me to take care of you.”

Aislynn just looked at him, and the silence
stretched between them. Finally, when the quiet started to become
awkward, something that was very rare with these two, she
spoke.

“And?” she prompted gently.

Byron took a deep, shuddering breath, trying
to get his emotions under control, and blew it out slowly.

“And the last time Eryk trusted me to take
care of you, I failed,” he admitted quietly, not meeting her gaze.
“I can’t fail you again. I just can’t.”

“Oh Byron, you didn’t fail me.” Aislynn was
up and out of her seat in a flash, and just as quickly, she was
kneeling beside Byron’s chair. “And you didn’t fail Eryk. What
happened in Madelia happened because I wasn’t being careful,
because I was ignoring my training, and because I was arrogant. It
was not your fault. Besides, that was months ago now.”

“Oh, so because months have passed, I should
stop feeling guilty? Is that it?” Byron’s blue eyes flashed with
anger as he looked down at the princess. “And has enough time
passed so that your nightmares have stopped? Do you no longer
flinch when Eryk touches you just the wrong way?”

Aislynn recoiled at his words, shuddering at
the memories of her capture and the abuse that Byron’s words
brought bubbling up in her mind.

He grabbed her by the arm and refused to let
her pull away. “I will stop thinking about what I should have done
when I’m good and ready to stop thinking about it.”

Byron’s face softened then, as if he was
sorry for bringing up the past, and he boldly reached out to gently
stroke her hair back from her face with his free hand. There were
always little wisps escaping the braid she wore when she
exercised.

He didn’t usually allow himself these sorts
of familiarities with the princess, anything possibly considered as
inappropriate. She was Eryk’s, and he knew that, but that didn’t
change the way he felt about her. And right now they both needed
comforting, so he allowed himself this liberty and she allowed him
to take it.

“It wasn’t your fault either,” he added.

“Then we both agree that it wasn’t our fault,
and now we won’t talk about it anymore,” Aislynn said more loudly,
rising from her spot on the floor. This time Byron let her go, and
she regained her usual seat and then met Byron’s eyes once
more.

“So what are we going to do about this? How
are we going to keep me safe?”

“Well, during the war, you and Eryk both had
guards with you or posted at the door. Eryk still has Mateo, but
we’ve grown lax with you. The first thing we need to do is put
someone back on that duty, with the idea that another body may be
enough to stop these so-called accidents.”

Aislynn nodded her understanding, and the two
got down to the business of planning.

 


 


By the time Aislynn returned to her suite
over an hour later, trailed by her new bodyguard, she felt
emotionally exhausted but happy with the progress that they had
made. She and Byron had laid out a plan, and she was eager to put
it into place. She hated the feeling of Eryk’s worry in the back of
her head.

“Lady Mataline asked me to remind you that
you and she have a meeting after breakfast,” Stephanie’s voice rang
out as Aislynn walked into her rooms, leaving her guard at the
door. “And she also asked me to remind you that she will hunt you
down if she needs to.”

Her maidservant peeked her head around the
door leading to her room and grinned. Aislynn grinned back and
continued to walk through the suite to her own room. Cheta bounded
ahead of her and jumped up to sprawl on the bed.

“You’re getting really lazy, wolf,” Aislynn
commented with a bit of a growl, which the wolf ignored, like
usual.

The dress laid out on the bed beside Cheta
was a plain one, made of heavy linen and dyed a very dark green.
There was an overdress of deep rust that went with the outfit, and
a dark green belt. Such plain attire must mean that there were no
important functions to worry about today, which made Aislynn very
happy.

The outfit also met her new criteria for
clothing, which would hopefully alleviate the problem that she’d
had the day before when she was falling. The belt would also fit
her daggers perfectly, which was good because she would be
continuing to ensure that she never went anywhere unarmed. She
called Stephanie to help her dress, since the broken wrist made it
hard to work with the laces, and then Aislynn made her way down to
breakfast.

She was the only lady in attendance today, as
Marja was feeling unwell and had remained at home. So Aislynn
joined Eryk, Byron, Branden and Petyr for the morning meal. It was
nice to see Petyr again in a casual situation instead of a war
council.

“How many men did you bring with you?”
Branden was asking Petyr curiously as Aislynn tucked in her
chair.

“Just one,” the commander replied with a
smile, “and I’m sure he’s looking forward to spending some time
with you also.”

Branden had been part of Petyr’s command
during the war. In fact, he had actually been part of the select
group to cross the border and head into hostile territory in order
to locate the enemy army and provide Eryk with the intelligence he
needed to draw the enemy into battle. Some of them hadn’t returned
from the mission, but during Branden’s time with Petyr, he had met
and befriended a number of the soldiers, and they had all remained
friends.

“And when do you need to head back home?”
Branden asked.

“Not until at least tomorrow, depending on
the weather.”

Branden turned to look at Eryk, a hopeful
expression on his face. The king laughed.

“You can have the day to visit,” Eryk told
his friend. “We don’t have anything particularly interesting
planned for today.”

The rest of the meal passed quickly and
happily. Nobody wanted to dwell on the bad parts of the past, so
they avoided stories of the war and of the recent attacks on
Aislynn. And, when breakfast was finished, Branden excused himself
and went to spend the day with his friend.

Before Aislynn could stand up from the table,
she heard the sound of footsteps coming up behind her. She only had
to glance at the grins on the faces of Byron and Eryk to know who
it was. True to her word, Mataline had come to retrieve the
princess to finish planning the wedding.

“Your Highness, have you finished eating?”
asked Mataline, who stood by her shoulder.

“Why yes, I have, Lady Mataline,” Aislynn
replied in her sweetest voice, drawing laughter from the other end
of the table.

Byron knew that voice, and he didn’t envy
Mataline’s next few hours. Aislynn would go, and she would lay out
the rest of the wedding plans with her friend, but she wasn’t happy
about it. And an unhappy Aislynn generally meant unhappy people
around her too.

Aislynn rose gracefully from the table,
glared at the men who were still laughing at her, and then led the
way up to her suite. She preferred to conduct her private business
in the garden, but the time of year wasn’t particularly conducive
to a meeting outside, so her reception room would have to do.

Cheta resumed her usual place by the fire as
Aislynn and Mataline took seats on the comfortable furniture.
Mataline settled her notepad on her lap, readied her pen, and
looked expectantly at the princess.

“So what, exactly, is it that you need from
me?” Aislynn asked with a sigh.

“Well, how about we begin at the beginning
and make sure that this is all laid out? Let’s start with the
dress.”

“That’s an easy one; it’s all taken care
of.”

When Mataline looked doubtful, Aislynn
laughed. “Marja and Anna have already decided everything, and Anna
has taken the first set of measurements. If you want details,
you’ll have to ask one of them, but they've finished the dress, I
can assure you. Along with any accessories I’m going to need.”

“Okay, I’ll accept that,” Mataline commented,
making a note. “What about the ceremony?”

“I haven’t spoken with Nicholas yet,” Aislynn
admitted, blushing. “I’m sure there won’t be any difficulties with
the ceremony though. Eryk has informed me that the marriage
ceremony, like the funeral ceremony, is basically set in stone.
Tradition and all that.”

Slowly and painfully, Mataline pulled all of
the details about the upcoming royal wedding from Aislynn’s head.
Aislynn had never been one for the spotlight, and while her
Midwinter party had been quite successful, she didn’t really feel
up to planning something as large and as grand as the king’s
wedding. She did know how to decorate the hall, but not what food
to serve. Flowers were impossible to plan until the spring since
there was no telling what would be growing well and what wouldn’t
be. For everything they couldn’t address right now, Mataline drew
up a schedule, and she warned Aislynn to follow it.

“That just leaves the tournament,” Mataline
said with a satisfied grin.

“Tournament?”

“Of course! Whenever there’s a grand
gathering, there is always a tournament. This will be the first
tournament in some time, and I know that everyone is looking
forward to it.”

“Well, I certainly don’t know anything about
planning a tournament,” Aislynn admitted, both a little worried,
and relieved that this wasn’t something she had to do right now.
“Can I talk to Eryk about that and let you know?”

Mataline looked at the princess suspiciously,
but nodded. “I’ll give you until the end of the month, and then
I’ll be hunting you down again if you haven’t already come to talk
to me.”

Aislynn agreed quickly and Mataline rose to
leave. It was the end of the day, and she was finally satisfied
that all of the details were taken care of, or at least as many of
them as possible.

“I’ll make sure that everyone who needs to
know about these things is informed,” the councilor said,
indicating the notes she had taken. “You’re off the hook for now,
but make sure you stick to the schedule, your Highness.”

Relieved, Aislynn showed Mataline to the door
and then sank back down on to the couch. Not two minutes later,
there was a polite knock at the door and Stephanie let herself
in.

“I figured that you’d be pretty tired by now,
so I made your excuses to the king,” she explained as she walked
into the room. Stephanie laid a tray with Aislynn’s dinner on it in
front of the princess and then made her way into Aislynn’s room to
turn down the bed.

Aislynn gratefully ate her meal in silence
and then retired for the night. It was earlier than usual for her
to be sleeping, but she was exhausted.

“Hopefully I’m too tired to dream tonight,”
she told herself as she lay down. Cheta jumped on to the bed and
lay down beside her mistress. With a sigh, Aislynn closed her eyes
and let her consciousness drift away.

 


 


 



Chapter 10

The snow was falling steadily as Aislynn
dragged a protesting Eryk down the stairs and into the main
courtyard of the castle. Mateo and Aislynn’s guard for the day
followed behind the pair more slowly.

“Do we really have to do this right now?”
Eryk asked as he half-heartedly tried to pull away from his
fiancée.

“Yes. You’ve been putting this off for weeks,
and if I don’t get the plans for the tournament to Mataline within
the next couple of days, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Eryk groaned dramatically, and let Aislynn
lead him to the stables. The grooms on duty saw their king
approaching and one rushed deeper into the building to get his
horse, a big black stallion, tacked and ready. The other made his
way more slowly and carefully toward the stall of Aislynn’s gray
gelding, a horse known for biting if he was startled.

While the pair waited patiently for their
animals, Eryk decided to take the opportunity to draw Aislynn into
his arms for a kiss. He reached out in front of him and put his
hands on her shoulders in order to draw her back against him, and
he felt her stiffen briefly as he touched her. As she forced
herself to relax against him, he sighed and turned her around to
face him, letting his arms slide down her body to rest only loosely
around her waist. Eryk hated the awkwardness that was between them
now, the awkwardness with which Aislynn had come back from
Madelia.

“Are you sure this is even a good idea?
Leaving the castle seems risky to me.”

“There haven’t been any accidents or attacks
or whatever since Byron assigned me a guard. It’s been a quiet few
weeks, and we need to get this done.”

Eryk leaned down and kissed her forehead
lightly. “Okay, but we’re going to make it quick. Just down to the
plateau and back, without any side trips.”

“That’s fine with me,” she agreed. It would
be great to get this item off of the list Mataline had left with
her.

Soon the grooms appeared with the horses, and
Aislynn swung herself up to settle in her saddle. The guard on duty
for the day took the lead and Mateo fell in behind the couple as
they left the courtyard and entered the bustling capital city of
Bacovia.

In the months since Aislynn had arrived here
from her home kingdom of Evendell, she’d had a number of
opportunities to explore the city. She’d grown to love the place
and the people who lived here, and she looked around eagerly as she
rode by.

“They really do love you, you know,” she
commented to Eryk quietly. As they passed, the citizens would pause
and bow respectfully, something that Eryk had never demanded. It
was something they did out of respect.

“I think a lot of it is habit,” he replied as
he looked around and nodded return greetings to those who called
out to him. “I haven’t been king long enough for them to know how
they feel about me, one way or the other.”

“Tell me about the tournaments,” she said,
changing the subject. Aislynn wasn’t as certain about the devotion
of the citizens being merely habit, but she wasn’t going to be able
to change Eryk’s mind about it. At least not right now.

“Well, the last one we had here was when I
had my twenty-first birthday, so it will be very close to five
years when our wedding comes around.”

“Why so long ago?”

“There hasn’t been any reason to hold one
until now. It takes a lot of work to put a tournament together, and
it takes time for everyone to gather, so we’ve traditionally only
held a tournament when there is some momentous occasion to
celebrate.”

“And your birthday was such an occasion? Was
everyone just impressed that your father hadn’t strangled you yet?”
Aislynn’s tone was joking, but Eryk flinched slightly anyway and
grimaced, remembering how uninterested he’d been in the governing
of the kingdom while his father had been alive.

“I don’t know why I got a tournament for my
birthday. Maybe my father thought it would inspire me to be a
better prince?”

“Well that didn’t work out then, did it?”

“Nope. It took you to inspire me, my dear
Aislynn.” Eryk’s tone was light, but Aislynn blushed at the heat in
his eyes and the feelings throbbing down her link to him. His love
for her was a blazing thing, enough to warm her on a cold day.

It didn’t take long to reach the large
plateau below the city, and Eryk pulled his horse to a stop at the
edge of the road.

“So what kinds of events would you like for
your tournament?” he asked Aislynn as her horse came to a stop
beside his.

“My tournament?”

“Of course. I’m already the king here, so the
tournament is being held in your honor, welcoming you as
queen.”

“And I get to decide what happens at
my tournament… Well, what are my options?”

“Generally, anything that would test combat
prowess. Jousting, archery contests and a grand melee are usually
popular choices.”

“I’m good at two of those. I don’t think that
jousting is quite my thing though, since I’ve never had any
training.”

Eryk laughed. “It doesn’t matter if you’re
good at the events or not. You’re not the one participating.”

Aislynn looked over at him. “And why don’t I
get to participate in my tournament?”

“Well it wouldn’t be appropriate, for one
thing. And I think it would lead to far too many questions, don’t
you?”

“So I just get to watch everyone else having
fun, is that it? I don’t think I want to have a tournament if I’m
going to be bored to death.”

“Oh no, you don’t just get to watch. You have
to cheer on your champion.”

“And that would be who? You?” The question
with asked with a certain amount of bitterness, and Eryk laughed
again.

“Oh no, not me. Again, it wouldn’t be
appropriate for me to participate in many of the events since the
risk of injuring me is too high, and many may not compete fully if
they are up against their king. No, you’ll get to choose your
champion from those who present themselves to you and ask for your
favor.”

“So I might have to pick a loser from a bunch
of losers. Great.”

Aislynn kicked her horse into movement and
walked him out onto the plateau. “Let’s get this over with,” she
called over her shoulder. Eryk and the guards moved forward to join
her in the middle of the snow covered field.

“How much room do we need to put aside down
here for guests?” she asked. “Or a better question would be who are
we inviting? The guest list is something else that needs to be
done, or so my schedule informs me.”

“Well, we need to officially invite the
monarchs from the surrounding kingdoms, since we have diplomatic
ties to all of them, and we need to extend the invitation to all of
the nobility in Bacovia. There are some who may not come, but
tradition demands that they are all invited, and the majority, at
least, will be here.”

“So if everyone actually comes, how many of
them will need to camp down here?”

Eryk looked across the plateau and then
closed his eyes briefly as he made a mental list of the noble
families who had homes in the city or estates within easy
travelling distance. They’d reserve the diplomatic wing of the
castle for the visiting monarchs, and there was room at the various
inns for some of the lesser nobility, but there certainly wasn’t
room for them all.

“It’s probably a good idea to allot half of
the plateau for guests and their entourages,” he finally decided.
“Probably the upper half of the plateau, so we still have the full
length of the space to use for the tournament events that will take
up the most room.”

“And how long will the tournament last? Is it
a single day or multiple days?”

“That’s actually up to you,” he informed her.
“It will depend on which events you want, since they each have
different lengths of time associated with them, and there is only
one event at a time.”

“Okay. I think that I understand what needs
to be done now.” Aislynn nodded her head to herself, already
starting to be lost in thought. “We can head back, and I’ll put my
list together for Mataline.”

“Not going to share with me?”

“No. It’s my tournament, and if I’m
not allowed to play, I’m going to have to find my fun in other
ways.” Aislynn smiled, a wicked little grin on her face, and Eryk
groaned and shook his head. Chances were good that their wedding
tournament would be unlike any other.

Moving back up through the city was a much
slower process than when the group had gone out earlier. Even
though their time down on the plateau had been short, it was still
late enough in the morning that the capital city was considerably
busier. There were more people out in the snowy weather, rushing
from store to store and generally going about their business.

Some of the roads through the capital were a
little steep, and the newly fallen snow over the icy cobblestones
made for treacherous travel. Mateo and the guard pulled in closer
to Aislynn and Eryk as the crowds grew thicker, forcing everyone to
move more slowly.

Ahead of them, Aislynn could make out a wagon
pulled by a team of large draft horses. The horses were having
trouble finding their footing on the slick road, and the slow
moving wagon was slowing everything and everyone behind them.

The sound of a rope breaking was more felt
than heard, the ricochet of the torn end slamming back against the
wood of the wagon reverberating through the still air. The barrels
on the back of the wagon began to roll, almost too slowly to start,
but when the first one crashed down onto the street, the screams
started.

People started to scramble out of the way of
the huge wine barrels, stout enough that they didn’t shatter on
impact but instead began to roll down the incline and into the
crowd. With the cobblestones so icy, and the snow making the
situation worse, many of the people in the way slid and fell more
than moved to safety.

The crowd was too dense and the road too
narrow for the four horses to get out of the way, and the sound of
the screams spooked the guardsman’s horse. The animal reared in
panic, throwing his rider to the ground right in front of Aislynn
and her gray. The guard smashed his head into the street and lay
still, and Aislynn desperately pulled her horse’s head to the side
so that he wouldn’t trample the fallen guard. Trained for war,
Aislynn knew that her horse would have no problems stepping over,
or even on, the man who lay prone before them.

The sudden change in direction was a bit too
much for Aislynn’s horse, and he whinnied as he felt his hooves
slide out from under him. No horse likes to be on the ground, and
he twisted his body awkwardly in order to stop his fall. Though a
good rider, the movement threw Aislynn sideways in the saddle, and
as her horse righted himself, she tumbled to the ground, shaken but
unhurt.

“Aislynn!”

The call came from behind her and to the
right, where Mateo had managed to move his horse and Eryk’s,
keeping the king safe. The feeling of panic coming to her from the
link forced her head up, just in time to see one of the large wine
barrels rolling toward her at an ever-increasing pace. With a
curse, she threw herself to the left, away from her horse and away
from the barrel, but into a thicker part of the scrambling
crowd.

On her hands and knees, Aislynn was grateful
for the fact that she didn’t have to contend with bulky skirts.
Unless she needed to play princess, she never rode in anything
other than pants now, and it made getting to her feet a lot
easier.

The rumble of another oncoming barrel reached
her and she glanced up the incline to see the barrel rolling
through the crowd farther to her left. The merchants were
frantically trying to stop any of the other barrels from falling
from the back of the wagon, and some of the closest citizens were
rushing over to help them.

With a crash, the final loose barrel slammed
into the wall of a shop, and quiet started to descend over the
frightened crowd. The whimpers and moans of injured people echoed
in the strange stillness that settled over the scene along with the
continuously falling snow.

She heard hooves behind her and looked over
her shoulder to see Eryk and Mateo approaching cautiously. Mateo
swung down from his saddle near the fallen guard and checked to see
if he was alive after his fall. As he shook his head, Aislynn moved
over to her horse and pulled herself back up into the saddle.

“We need healers down here right away,” she
commented as she reined in closer to Eryk.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Did you hear me?”

Eryk nodded and kicked his horse into a walk,
weaving slowly through the crowd, Aislynn at his back, and Mateo
behind her. As soon as the way was clear, Eryk kicked his stallion
into a canter, and the three of them made their way silently back
to the castle.

The guards on the wall saw them coming, and a
small crowd of people greeted them as they entered the courtyard in
a flurry of hoof beats.

“What happened?” Byron demanded, noticing
instantly that Aislynn’s guard wasn’t with them.

“There was an accident,” Aislynn started to
explain, but the look on Byron’s face cut her off. With a sigh, she
gestured to Eryk to explain.

“A wagon carrying barrels of wine was
struggling up one of the hills because it’s icy and slippery. The
rope broke, sending barrels falling down into the crowd. There are
a number of injured people down there, and we need healers sent out
right away.”

One of the guards in the crowd dashed off
immediately to summon the healers, while the grooms rushed into the
stables to get horses ready to leave. Aislynn and Eryk slid down
from their horses, Mateo dismounting behind them.

“It really was an accident this time,”
Aislynn assured the anxious captain of the guard. “The man you sent
with me was thrown from his horse and struck his head on the
cobblestones. I’m sorry.”

Grooms started to arrive with hastily tacked
horses, and healers came dashing into the courtyard to go and tend
the wounded. The princess and king were able to turn their horses
over to someone, and Eryk draped his arm comfortably across
Aislynn’s shoulders as he led her into the castle, a silent Mateo
following behind them.

Byron shook his head and grimaced at the loss
of yet another guardsman, especially to something as stupid as
falling from a horse. His gaze raked across the men in the
courtyard with him, trying to determine whom to send with the
princess now. She likely wouldn’t be leaving the castle again
today, so the duty should be light. The captain picked one of the
men, and gave him his orders. The guard saluted smartly and jogged
into the castle to catch up with Mateo and take up his guarding
duties.

With a sigh, Byron returned to his office,
preparing to write yet another letter to a family who’d lost a son.
He’d had too much practice.

 


 


 



Chapter 11

Aislynn gasped as she sat up in bed, shaking.
Cheta whined softly and moved closer to Aislynn, laying her head in
her mistress’s lap, trying to comfort her. Aislynn took a deep
breath and buried her hands in the wolf’s thick fur, trying to
clear the remnants of the nightmare out of her head. She hated
nightmares.

Glancing out the window, Aislynn saw the sky
beginning to lighten with the approaching dawn. She hadn’t slept
well during the night, but there wasn’t any point trying to get
back to sleep now, she knew. Instead, she dragged her weary body
out of bed and started to dress. Byron never minded if she was
early for their practice sessions, and exercise was always good for
clearing her mind.

As Aislynn stepped out into the hall, she was
startled to find Amanda on duty outside of her door.

“What did you do? Pull the short stick?”

In the days since the accident in the city
had killed one of their own, the guards assigned to the princess
had been jumpy and less than happy to be there.

Amanda shook her head. “The captain feels
that I need to spend time in each and every position so that I can
know the particulars first hand. Apparently, I won’t be able to
assign duties properly unless I understand the intricacies of those
duties.”

Aislynn laughed. “That certainly sounds like
him.”

The princess adjusted her sword belt around
her waist as she walked down the hall toward the stairs. Cheta
dashed ahead to wait by the doors of the castle, and Amanda
followed along silently behind her. The group made their way to the
barracks and through the quiet halls to the courtyard where Aislynn
met Byron nearly every morning. As the princess stepped out into
the open air once more, Amanda paused.

“I’m early,” Aislynn said as she continued to
walk farther into the courtyard. “You can come in, if you want. In
fact, you can stay if you want.”

Her memory jumping back to her second day in
the barracks, over a month ago, Amanda shook her head. Seeing her
captain and the princess together had been too much like spying.
“I’ll just wait out here in the hall.”

Aislynn just shrugged and started going
through her warm up routine while she waited for her sparring
partner to arrive.

When Byron walked down the hallway from his
quarters to the courtyard, he wasn’t surprised to see Amanda in the
hall; Aislynn was usually in the courtyard before he was. What
did surprise him was how comfortable she seemed to be while
leaning against the wall.

“How long have you been here?” the captain
asked as he approached his lieutenant.

“Honestly, I have no idea. A while
though.”

Frowning, Byron made his way through the
short corridor that separated the hallway from the courtyard. He
paused just before walking into the open space, watching Aislynn as
she practiced, trying to figure out if anything was wrong.
Sometimes she was simply here early, and sometimes there was a
reason for it.

Aislynn knew when Byron arrived. It was
almost like there was a change in the air when he was nearby,
similar in a way to the magical link that she had with Eryk. She
had no idea why she was able to sense Byron’s presence, but it was
somehow comforting to her. She stopped what she was doing, and
turned to face him.

“Good morning,” she called with a smile,
using her free hand to push sweaty curls of hair away from her
face.

“Good morning yourself.” Byron looked at
Aislynn, noticing immediately the darkened circles under her eyes.
“You didn’t sleep well again.”

There was no point denying it, and Aislynn
shook her head.

“Nightmares?”

“Why don’t you get warmed up and we’ll
practice, okay?” By avoiding his question, she’d answered it for
him, but Aislynn didn’t want to admit to the weakness out loud.

Byron drew his sword and started a quick set
of warm up exercises. “Have you spoken to anybody about them yet?”
he asked, refusing to let her change the subject. “You need to be
able to sleep at night.”

“You think I don’t know that? And who am I
going to talk to? Michael? Eryk?”

“Well I think Eryk would be a good choice,
yeah. I do believe that I’ve been saying that all along.”

“I can’t.” Aislynn spoke those words with a
choked off sob, and Byron whirled around immediately to face her.
She stood there looking across the courtyard at nothing, her face a
mask of pain and sadness. “I just can’t.”

Byron was across the distance separating them
in an instant, letting his sword clatter to the ground as he moved.
He caught her as she crumpled, finally giving in to the emotions
she’d been burying for well over four months. He knelt down on the
ground, and pulled his princess into his arms, holding her while
she sobbed.

“It’s okay,” he soothed. “It’s finally going
to be okay.”

It took some time for Aislynn to cry herself
out, and by the time she did, they were both aching with cold.

“Why don’t we go get warmed up and then you
can head back to your room?” Byron suggested. “There’s nothing you
need to do today that can’t wait, and you’d feel better after some
real rest.”

Aislynn nodded, still not trusting herself to
speak, and she followed Byron back out of the courtyard and down
the hall toward his quarters. She’d been through them once or
twice, since his rooms connected to his office, and she made her
way through them now to take up her accustomed chair in front of
his desk. Distracted, she didn’t really pay attention when Byron
paused at the door to his quarters and directed Amanda to go get
something hot to drink from the barracks kitchen.

“Are you feeling any better now?” he asked as
he entered the office and closed the door to his rooms.

“Yes, I think I am, but I’m also feeling very
tired,” Aislynn admitted. “Aside from that one brief time with
Eryk, I don’t think I’ve cried.”

“Well I won’t tell anyone that you’re
actually human, with feelings and everything,” Byron assured her
with a small smile. “It’s not good to lock your feelings away. You
can’t heal that way.”

“So now you’re a doctor too, are you? That’s
good to know. You, my dear captain, can be my one stop for all my
needs.” Aislynn tone was flat and slightly mocking and Byron
struggled not to let her words hurt him. He knew that there was at
least one thing he’d never be able to do for her.

“Well that’s what friends are for,” he
commented lightly, trying to push down the feelings this morning
had brought rising back up to the surface.

Soon, a knock at the door announced Amanda
with their drinks, some hot mulled wine. Byron took the glasses
from her with a nod of thanks, and dismissed her. “I’ll take her
back to her room,” he assured his lieutenant quietly. “Somebody
else can take over after that.”

Amanda bowed in acknowledgement of his order
and went to the dining hall to break her fast. What the captain did
wasn’t any of her business, she reminded herself as she walked
away.

True to his word, it wasn’t long after that
Byron escorted a very tired Aislynn back up to her room, turning
her over to the care of her maidservant. Once Stephanie had helped
Aislynn settle into bed, she returned to the reception room of the
suite to find Byron still waiting for her.

“The princess isn’t well today,” Byron
informed the girl. “She should stay in bed for the rest of the day,
if you can keep her there. She needs to rest.”

Stephanie curtsied and shut the door quietly
behind the captain as he left. Then she went around the suite and
shut all of the curtains so that her mistress could finally
sleep.

 


 


When Aislynn woke after her nap, it was
already late afternoon. Briefly wondering if Byron had drugged her
wine, she rolled over with a groan. The displaced Cheta simply
shifted her weight and went right back to sleep.

“Good afternoon, your Highness.” Stephanie’s
happy voice rang out from the entrance to her bedroom, and her
maidservant walked in carrying a tray of food. “Since you missed
breakfast and lunch, I had something prepared for you to tide you
over until the dinner hour.”

Astounded as always by her maidservant’s
foresight and perfect timing, Aislynn slid herself up in bed and
examined the tray Stephanie placed across her lap. There was bread
and cheese, a few winter apples, and a glass of water.

“If you don’t plan on attending dinner with
the court, I can send down to the kitchen for something more.”

“No, thank you, this will be perfect.”
Aislynn smiled at the girl and took a bite of the soft cheese, one
of her favorites. Returning the princess’s smile, Stephanie walked
over to the wardrobe and started looking for suitable attire for
dinner.

After finishing her snack and dressing,
Aislynn still had a little time to kill, so she decided to go down
to Eryk’s study and see what had happened during the day. She could
feel him there, and knew that he was working. It would be nice to
see him, she thought. She rose from the edge of her bed and took a
step toward the door when Stephanie appeared like magic in front of
her.

“You’re supposed to stay in bed all day,” she
informed Aislynn, her hands on her hips. “So where do you think
you’re going?”

Aislynn arched an eyebrow at the upstart
maidservant. “If I’m able to leave my bed for dinner, then I don’t
see how leaving a little early will hurt.”

“Because you’re going to go downstairs and
work, and then you won’t be relaxing, and all of the good done by
your rest will be for nothing.”

“And who, exactly, informed you that I should
remain in bed all day? Which of the healers have you spoken
to?”

Stephanie blushed and stepped back, letting
Aislynn brush past her. As she reached the door to her suite, she
paused and turned to look at the girl.

“I do appreciate you trying to help, and I’m
sure the captain appreciates you following his orders, but at the
end of the day, I do still outrank him.”

Stephanie just curtsied and Aislynn left the
suite with Cheta by her side. In the hall, a startled guard snapped
to attention.

“Your Highness. I was informed that you were
unwell and that you’d be in bed all day.”

Aislynn smiled, and it wasn’t entirely
friendly. “I’m feeling much better now,” she informed the guard.
“And you can feel free to tell your captain that I said so.”

Striding down the hall and hearing the guard
stumble after her, Aislynn thought to herself that she needed to
have words with the dear captain after dinner.

Eryk looked up when the door to his study
opened without even a cursory knock, and he rose immediately. Only
Aislynn would dare enter the room without waiting for him to
acknowledge her and invite her in. He met her at the door and
kissed her gently.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, feelings of
concern radiating between them. “Byron said that you took ill
during your practice this morning.”

That’s one way to look at it, she thought to
herself. “I’m feeling much better now,” she answered aloud. “How
has your day been?”

“Slow and quiet. I’ve been finishing up the
guest list, like you told me to, and we should be able to send it
to the scribes tomorrow.”

“That’s excellent news,” Aislynn beamed. “One
more thing for Mataline to stop bothering me about.”

Eryk led the way to his desk, his arm around
her waist, and showed her the list he’d been working on.

“Wow,” she breathed as her eyes scanned the
list. “There are a lot of noble families in Bacovia.”

“It is a big kingdom,” Eryk reminded
her with a smile. “And soon it will be yours.”

“Well, not exactly. I know that I can’t rule
here, regardless of what happens to you.”

“True,” he acknowledged, “but what’s mine is
yours, for as long as I live.”

Eryk slid his arm from around Aislynn’s waist
and placed her hand on his arm. “Let’s go have some dinner, and
then I’ll make your excuses if you want to escape the social parade
tonight.”

Smiling at him gratefully, Aislynn allowed
him to lead her from the room.

 


 


 



Chapter 12

Aislynn sighed and stretched, working the
stiff muscles in her back with her hands. Glancing over to her
right, she saw Branden and Eryk still hard at work, leaning over
the paperwork strewn across the king’s large desk.

“I’m finished with these,” she called to the
men as she stood. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”

Tomorrow was another session of court, and
the three of them were just finishing up with the preparations.
Things were going a lot faster than usual, since both Aislynn and
Branden were available to help. Aislynn’s job was to organize the
petitions into an appropriate order, mixing the difficult cases and
the easy ones. Branden and Eryk were responsible for researching
the information they may need for Eryk to rule on the difficult
cases, finding out if there was any precedent in the recent past.
It was generally unwise to overrule a decision that you’d made
recently.

“No, I don’t think there’s anything else,”
Eryk replied, looking up at her with a smile. “Are you going to be
there tomorrow?”

“Of course I will. Branden may have my seat,
but I’m still your bodyguard. And you’re vulnerable during court
sessions.” She winked at Branden as she said this, and he grinned
back.

“You can take the queen’s throne,” Eryk said.
“The wedding is just over two months away, and then it’ll be yours
anyway.”

“We’ll see. I’m not sure I’m entirely
comfortable with that, or at least not yet. But I’ll be there
regardless, even if I just stand at your shoulder.”

Eryk nodded, understanding Aislynn’s
reticence, at least a little. “We’re still going to be here for the
rest of the day, so what are you going to do with yourself?”

“I’m going to go see Marja. Since she’s been
feeling a little under the weather, I was planning to go and cheer
her up.”

Eryk’s face immediately grew serious. “I’m
not sure that I want you to leave the castle. Things have been
quiet while you’ve been inside.”

“And they were quiet when I was outside the
castle last month. You can’t blame that accident on anything
other than bad luck.”

Eryk looked over at Branden, looking for
support for his argument, but Branden just shook his head. He knew
better than to get between Eryk and Aislynn when they were
arguing.

Eryk knew, logically, that Aislynn was
correct, and he knew that she was going a little stir crazy. Still,
he had a bad feeling about letting her leave and go out into the
city.

“Then will you at least take an extra guard
with you?” Maybe they could compromise, he thought.

Aislynn rolled her eyes, but nodded in
agreement. An extra guard was simple enough, and if that’s all Eryk
required of her so that she could escape for a little while, it
would be worth it.

“I’ll check in with Byron before I leave and
make sure I get someone else to come with me,” she promised.
Leaning over to give Eryk a kiss on the cheek, she then turned and
left the room.

Her guard for the day, Ray, fell in beside
her as she left Eryk’s study.

“Well, Princess, where are we off to
now?”

“We need to go and pick up someone else from
the barracks, and then we’re going out into the city to visit Lady
Marja at her home.”

“Sounds like fun. Why the extra body?”

“Because his Majesty insists on it, and I’m
sure your captain will agree with him.” Aislynn sounded disgusted
when spoke the words, and Ray laughed.

“You’re very likely correct,” he agreed.

There were rumors in the barracks about the
captain and the princess. Nothing that he'd heard really hinted at
scandal, just more along the lines of impressions. Ray knew that
he’d personally never seen anything inappropriate, and he’d never
spoken to anyone who had, but he was also certain that there was
something between the two of them. He just couldn’t say for
certain what that something was.

Aislynn stopped by her room quickly to get
her cloak, and was surprised to find it already lying across her
bed. She paused, staring at it, but Stephanie wasn’t in the suite
to question. Shrugging away the odd coincidence, the princess then
followed Cheta out of the castle and across the courtyard to find
Byron.

Whenever Byron was in his office doing
paperwork, he always left the door open a little so that the guards
knew that he was available if they needed him. The door was open
now, and Aislynn just walked in without knocking. As if sensing her
presence, the captain looked up.

“Good afternoon, your Highness,” he greeted
her with a smile. “What can I do for you?”

“Eryk is insisting that I take a second guard
with me into the city, so I’m here to collect one,” she explained,
a note of bitterness in her voice. She hated the fact that she
apparently couldn’t take care of herself.

“Ray, where’s your partner right now?” Byron
called, addressing her guard in the hall.

“He’s assigned to the wall this shift,” Ray
answered in reply.

Lowering his voice slightly, Byron spoke to
Aislynn again. “Take Stephen with you then. I can always work with
one less guard on the wall, and it’s best to keep partners
together. Where are you going?”

“Just to visit with Marja for a little while.
Branden and Eryk are busy with the court session tomorrow, and
she’s not feeling well. I thought it would be a nice surprise.”

Byron rose from behind his desk, escorted
Aislynn out of the office, and then out of the barracks. He glanced
up at the sky. “Make sure you’re back here by sundown,” he
said.

“Yes, Mother,” Aislynn answered
sarcastically, drawing a laugh from Ray. When Byron turned to glare
at the older man, he quickly schooled his features.

“Go find Stephen quickly while I arrange for
horses,” he commanded, and Ray left after giving Byron a smart
salute. The captain shook his head and then walked with Aislynn
across the courtyard to the stables.

“You’re a bad influence on them, do you know
that?” he asked her. “I think just being around you gives them the
idea that they can be slightly less than professional.”

“You’re just jealous that they like me more
than they like you.”

“They don’t need to like me. They just need
to obey my commands.”

“Oh please!” Aislynn looked over at her
friend in disbelief. “Like you’ve ever commanded your men through
fear. They like and respect you. That’s why they follow you, and
you know it.”

Byron laughed. “I’d like to think so. And
it’s not that they like you more, by the way. They fear you more
than me.”

“Well there you go. It shows that your men
have a good sense of self-preservation.”

Byron waited with Aislynn until Ray and
Stephen joined them, and then made his way back to the barracks.
“Make sure you have her back here by sundown,” he called to his men
as he walked away.

Stephen looked at Ray, and then they both
looked at the princess. “Does he honestly think that you’ll do what
we tell you to do?”

“No,” Aislynn answered with a laugh and a
smile. “He’s just covering all the bases. Now, if I’m not back on
time, he can tell Eryk that it’s not his fault.” She winked at her
guards and then pulled herself up into her saddle.

The trip to Marja’s house was thankfully a
short one. Branden’s family home was at the end of a small side
street that was just out of sight of the castle walls, no more than
fifteen minutes away on horseback.

As the horses clattered into the enclosed
courtyard at the front of the large gray stone house, a young groom
came out to meet them, surprised by the visitors.

“My Lady,” the young boy greeted her, not
recognizing Aislynn as the queen-to-be.

Ray cleared his throat, and the groom took a
closer look at them. Their uniforms marked them clearly as royal
guardsmen from the castle, and the wolf was distinctive. The boy
paled. “Your Highness. I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to offend.”

“I’m not offended,” Aislynn assured the boy.
“I’m here to see your Lady.”

“I didn’t know there was anybody coming
today.”

“She doesn’t know we’re coming,” she told the
boy with a smile as she slid down from her saddle. “Watch out for
my horse; he bites.”

The boy ducked his head in acknowledgement of
her words and carefully led the beast away. Aislynn turned to face
her guards, who had also dismounted.

“Are you two going to come inside with me or
wait out here?” she asked.

“If it’s all the same to you, Highness, we’ll
just rest ourselves in the kitchen while you visit,” Ray
answered.

Aislynn just nodded and went to knock on the
door. It opened within only a few moments, revealing a very
startled looking butler. He took one look at the pair of royal
guardsmen at her back, and gave her a low bow.

“Your Highness,” he said as he rose. “I’m
afraid that the Lady Marja is unwell and is resting. She isn’t
expecting visitors.”

“I know,” Aislynn said with a smile. “Lord
Branden informed me that she was still feeling ill, so I’ve come to
cheer her up. May we come in?”

“Of course, of course,” the butler assured
them, stepping back out of the way with another bow. “I’ll go and
let Lady Marja know that you’re here.”

“Oh no, let me do that. If you could just
direct me to where she’s resting, that would be appreciated.”

“Certainly.” The butler took her cloak from
her and hung it up, and then directed the guards down the hall to
the kitchen. “If you’ll just follow me, please.”

Aislynn and Cheta trailed after the butler as
he led her down a long carpeted hallway. There were paintings on
the wall, and statuary tucked into niches here and there. The
effect was tasteful, and it proclaimed Branden’s status and wealth
without overdoing it.

Marja was resting in the solar that ran the
length of the building. The door was open, and the butler merely
gestured for Aislynn to enter the bright, warm room.

Windows lined the entire outer wall to let in
even the faintest winter sunshine, and there were potted plants
here and there around the wood paneled walls. Again, there were
carpets on the floor to chase away the chill, and Marja herself was
reclined on a couch near the fire, a blanket tucked around her
legs. She was holding an embroidery hoop in her hands, but was
currently staring out through the windows into the sleeping garden
outside, daydreaming.

Aislynn moved silently across the room,
appraising her friend’s appearance. Now a good five months
pregnant, Marja’s belly was round with the baby growing inside her.
She didn’t have that flush of good health that most women seemed to
get during pregnancy, but instead seemed pale and her features
looked a little drawn.

“Marja?”

The woman in question jumped in surprise,
though Aislynn had called softly in order not to startle her.
“Aislynn? What are you doing here?”

“I came to visit you, silly. Branden told me
you’re still not well, and I’ve missed you.” Aislynn knelt down
beside Marja’s couch and leaned over to give her friend a careful
hug. She could easily feel Marja’s bones, and frowned as she pulled
away.

“You’ve lost more weight,” she commented as
she rose and went to sit at the far end of the couch. Cheta laid
herself down in front of the fire with a sigh.

“I know,” Marja sighed. “I still can’t seem
to eat anything. It’s not that I’m sick, exactly, but I feel unwell
all day and all night. I was supposed to be better by now.”

“Have you seen a healer yet or are you still
relying on the midwife?”

Marja laughed. “Branden dragged Michael down
here two months ago when the feeling of illness should have
stopped. Michael informed him that there is nothing wrong with me
and that both the baby and I are fine. Apparently, I’m just one of
the unlucky women who spend their entire pregnancy like
this.”

Aislynn grimaced in distaste, and patted her
friend’s legs under the blanket. “You have a beautiful home here,”
Aislynn commented as she looked around the solar once again.

“Thank you,” Marja said, blushing prettily.
“I’ve been able to redecorate and rearrange a little while I’ve
been here, and it’s starting to look just the way I want it.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing with your
time then?”

“Partially, when I’m feeling well enough to
walk around and move things or have them moved. The rest of the
time, I’m getting ready for the baby.” Marja held up the embroidery
she was working on, showing Aislynn a long sleeping gown for the
baby. The mother-to-be was currently stitching a series of stylized
animals around the hem as decoration.

Aislynn shook her head, marveling at Marja’s
delicate work. “It’s beautiful,” she told her friend honestly, “and
I’m jealous.”

Marja laughed again. “Let me ring for some
tea and we’ll have a proper visit.”

 


 


The sky showed just a hint of color from the
descending sun when a knock at the door disturbed the ladies and
their chatter.

“Your Highness,” Ray called politely. “You
should consider ending your visit soon.”

Aislynn sighed, and Marja looked at her
questioningly, and eyebrow raised and her head cocked slightly to
the side.

“Byron gave me a curfew,” she told her
friend, making Marja laugh again.

“You? Why ever for?”

“Has Branden told you about what’s been
happening on and off for the past few months?”

“You mean your accidents? Yes, I’ve
heard.”

“That’s why. Eryk and Byron both had rules if
I wanted to come and visit you today, and if I want to come back
without a hassle, I’d better follow them. It’s just easier that
way.”

Aislynn rose from her spot on the couch and
leaned down to give her friend another gentle hug. “I’m sorry to
cut our visit short.”

“That’s okay. It was great to have you here,
and I hope you come back soon. Actually, I hope that I can come and
visit you soon,” Marja stated empathically.

Aislynn laughed and gave Marja a kiss on the
cheek. “Feel better, okay?”

“I’ll try.”

Aislynn followed Ray back to the entrance of
the house, where Branden’s butler waited with her cloak. “Thank you
for coming to visit her, your Highness,” he told her as he laid the
cloak across her shoulders. “It’s been nice to hear the Lady
laughing.”

“I’ll do my best to come again, as my
schedule permits,” she told the man with a smile. He bowed and
opened the door into the courtyard where Stephen was already
waiting with the horses.

“Did you and your partner have a nice
relaxing afternoon?” Aislynn asked Ray as they walked down the
short walkway to the cobblestones.

“Most definitely. I’ll take guard duty with
you anytime.”

Aislynn grabbed the horn of her saddle and
was pulling herself up when the arrow whizzed out of the shadows,
striking her in the shoulder. With a gasp, she lost her grip and
slipped back down to the ground. Cheta let out a short howl and
dashed across the courtyard toward the shadows where the arrow had
come from.

Ray grabbed Aislynn around the waist and
flung her behind him toward Stephen before dashing off after the
wolf. Stephen steadied her as she stumbled, and pulled her behind
her horse, sandwiching them between her mount and his.

“Let me take a look at that,” he said as he
pushed her hair out of the way. They could both hear sounds of
battle from the direction Ray had gone.

Aislynn ground her teeth together, wanting to
draw her sword and help her guard, but the arrow was the primary
concern. It was in her right shoulder, making her dominant hand
useless for the time being, at least.

Stephen’s fingers gently probed around the
arrowhead, making Aislynn gasp in pain despite herself. He cursed
softly.

“It’s barbed, isn’t it?” she asked, and he
nodded.

“We’ll have to get a healer to get it out,
which means we have to get you back to the castle or summon help.
Let’s get you back into the house, and I’ll go help Ray and
Cheta.”

Aislynn nodded her head, understanding that
at least for now her job wasn’t to argue, and she let Stephen
carefully lead her from between the horses that were shielding
them.

As soon as he cleared his horse’s flank, a
whirring sound announced another arrow. Aislynn grabbed him and
jerked him backwards, and they both saw sparks where the arrowhead
struck the cobblestones a few inches away.

“Looks like we’re trapped here,” Stephen
commented, stating the obvious. “And Ray isn’t dealing with the
only group. That arrow came from the other side of the
courtyard.”

“It’s getting darker, and soon they’re not
going to be able to see us to shoot arrows at us,” Aislynn
observed.

“So then they’ll attack us directly,” Stephen
added. “What do we do?”

Aislynn put her fingers to her lips and let
out a piercing whistle. Cheta’s answering bark sounded an instant
later, and within moments, they could see the lighter blur of her
gray fur coming toward them.

“Sorry to leave your partner by himself,”
Aislynn apologized. “Branden doesn’t have a personal guard here to
help us, so we’re on our own.”

When the wolf reached them, Aislynn sent
Cheta off in the opposite direction, hoping to scatter their
attackers there. Stephen followed the wolf, leaving Aislynn alone
with the scant protection of the horses. She cursed softly and
twisted her sword belt slowly around so that her sword was resting
against her right hip. It left the hilt angled in the wrong
direction, but it would still be easier to draw from there.

She waited, feeling blood from her shoulder
wound running down her back and soaking into her dress. As soon as
it was dark enough, she dashed away from the protection of the
horses and ran for the house. Many of the houses didn’t have
windows at ground level in the front, for protection, and
unfortunately, Branden’s was one of them.

She pounded on the door as best she could
while trying not to jar her injured shoulder. When the door opened,
she pushed her way inside without explanation and slammed it behind
her.

“Your Highness! What’s happened?”

“We were attacked in the courtyard.”

The butler’s face paled. “Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “I need a healer, but
that’s not going to be possible right now, so some bandages would
be appreciated.”

As the butler rushed off to get what she’d
asked for, Marja arrived. “What’s all the commotion?” she asked as
she stepped into the foyer. Seeing Aislynn, she paled.

“You’re not supposed to still be here,” she
said.

“No, I’m not,” the princess agreed. “And if I
know Byron, he’ll be coming to get me, with Eryk’s blessing. We
just need to wait until he gets here.”

Starting to feel a little dizzy from blood
loss, Aislynn made her way over to a nearby bench to sit down. The
butler arrived with the bandages and she directed him to pack them
around the base of the arrow, but to leave the arrow and her
clothing alone as much as possible.

A little while later, there came a bark at
the door, and Aislynn directed the nervous butler to open it,
letting Cheta and Ray back inside the house.

“I’m sorry, Highness, but they ran off. We
managed to kill two of them on my side, and Stephen got one, but
the others got away.” Ray, spattered with blood, had a cut along
his left cheekbone. Cheta’s muzzle was bloody and she padded across
the room to lay her head in Aislynn’s lap.

“I sent Stephen for an escort and a healer,”
he continued. “They’ll likely be here –”

A banging at the door cut him off, and he
opened it, sword in hand, to reveal Stephen, Byron and four
additional guards.

“I told you,” Aislynn commented wryly,
looking over at her friend where she sat beside her.

“No healer, your Highness,” Stephen said as
he walked in, “but your escort has arrived.”

Byron directed the six guards outside and
told them to mount up before he stalked across the foyer, obviously
angry. He checked the bandages wrapped around the arrow gently,
made a few adjustments to the butler’s work, and offered Aislynn
his arm. Silently, she accepted and let him help her to her
feet.

“I’m sorry for the excitement, Marja,” Byron
apologized. “I know you don’t need this right now.”

“It’s okay,” she assured him with a smile.
“The visit was wonderful, and my life is nowhere near as exciting
now as it used to be. I can take a little disruption to my
routine.”

Byron gave her a brief smile, but then his
face turned serious again as he looked at Aislynn. He just shook
his head and led her silently to her horse, carefully protected
inside a ring of guards.

“You’re not letting me out of the castle
again, are you?” she asked as he gave her a boost up to her
saddle.

“The king already made that quite clear
before I left to come and get you. And he hasn’t heard about the
attack yet.”

Aislynn grimaced, knowing how overprotective
Eryk was about to become.

 


 


 



Chapter 13

“I’m not a child to be kept locked in her
room for her own good,” Aislynn growled, pacing back and forth
across the study. Cheta raised her head from her paws and watched
her mistress pace. “I could leave if I wanted to. You can’t stop
me.”

“I know that I can’t stop you, but I also
know that you won’t disobey me in this,” Eryk said, his voice hard.
“Somebody is trying to kill you, Aislynn, and they’re getting
closer to doing it each time.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?”

“Then why are you insisting on putting
yourself in danger needlessly? He can come here.”

Aislynn sighed and sat down on the edge of
the couch, carefully not looking at her fiancé and king. “I’m going
stir crazy,” she admitted. “In the past three weeks, I haven’t been
allowed to set foot outside of the castle walls. Hell, I’m
surprised you even let me go across the courtyard to the
barracks!”

“It would kill me if something happened to
you,” Eryk said quietly, coming over to where she sat. He sat
beside her and pulled her close.

“But I can’t live out the rest of my life a
prisoner here.”

Aislynn got up from the couch, pulling away
from Eryk, and resumed pacing. “I must be the worst bodyguard in
history,” she complained.

“Not really,” Eryk corrected her. “As long as
they’re trying to kill you, they seem to be leaving me alone for
once. This is the least trouble I’ve had in nearly a year.”

Aislynn glared at him, not finding the
observation funny. “Fine! Summon Nicholas here and we’ll get this
over with.”

Eryk went to the door and sent a message with
the summons. They needed Father Nicholas, current head of the
religious orders in Bacovia, in order to finalize the details of
their upcoming wedding ceremony. While the ceremony was usually a
traditional one, Aislynn wasn’t exactly a traditional bride, and
Eryk suspected that they needed to make a few changes.

“Why don’t I get us something sweet to snack
on while we wait?” Eryk proposed, trying to diffuse their
argument.

“Whatever you want to do is fine,” was the
snarled response. Eryk left the room with a sigh, leaving her to
regain control of her temper. Mateo fell in behind him, a silent
shadow.

“I don’t know what to do with her,” Eryk
admitted to his guard. “She’s unhappy, and I don’t blame her for
that, but I don’t know how to fix it.”

“You need to find out how they always know
the best way to attack.” Mateo’s reply was a whisper, his voice
hoarse from disuse. Eryk stopped and turned to look at the man
beside him, incredibly surprised. Mateo hadn’t spoken a word to
anyone in months.

“That’s why she can’t defend herself
properly,” he continued. “The attacks are always the ones that will
work the best, catch her off guard the most. Even the most highly
trained assassin can’t anticipate absolutely everything.”

Eryk continued down the corridor, silently
thinking about what Mateo had said. It made sense, but he had no
idea how to follow his suggestion.

By the time Eryk returned to his study with a
treat, Aislynn had calmed down considerably. She was quick to
anger, but also quick to cool off if left alone for a little while.
Her temper had been worse than usual since they'd officially
upgraded the accidents to attacks, so everyone was getting a crash
course in how to avoid the angry princess. Apparently, even her
disciplined training could only take so much, and the anger leaked
through.

“Is there anything else that needs to be done
once we talk to Nicholas?” Eryk asked, setting the plate of sweets
down on the table before sitting down next to her. He’d managed to
find Aislynn’s favorites.

“Not anything you can help with. I’ve still
got fittings and flowers to deal with, but that’s it. And both of
those things won’t be until next month, at least. Everything else
is either done or in the process of being done.”

Aislynn leaned over and put her head on
Eryk’s shoulder. “I’ll be very happy when this is over and done
with,” she said.

“So will I,” he replied, “but not likely for
the same reasons. I’m looking forward to having you as my wife,
finally.”

She shook her head. “I have no idea why. I
apparently come with quite the baggage.”

He laughed and kissed her lightly. “It’s
okay. We’ll get through it. We’ve already been through a lot
together, and we’ve come out fine.”

Aislynn looked at Eryk, disbelief plain on
her face. “You’re an eternal optimist these days, aren’t you?”

“Somebody has to be. If we all get sucked
into your doom and gloom attitude, this place will be really
depressing!”

Aislynn slapped him playfully on the arm, and
reached toward the plate for something sweet when a knock at the
door interrupted their banter. One of the guards opened the door at
Eryk’s call, and escorted Nicholas into the study. He was a tall
man, with blond hair liberally streaked with white. His pale blue
eyes sparkled with mirth as he bowed his greetings to the royal
couple.

“Thank you for coming at such short notice,”
Eryk said, rising. “Please join us here by the fire.”

“That’s much appreciated. It’s raining
outside, and I’d love to bake the damp from these old bones of
mine.”

“We need to review the wedding ceremony,”
Eryk said as he resumed his place beside Aislynn. “Lady Mataline is
anxious to keep us on schedule.”

Nicholas smiled and took a large book out
from his voluminous robes. “I was pretty sure that would be the
nature of our visit, so I brought this with me.” He laid the book
on the low table in front of him and opened it to a ribbon-marked
page.

“Here is the traditional wedding ceremony of
Bacovia’s kings,” Nicholas said as he turned the book to face the
pair. Aislynn carefully picked up the heavy book and started to
read the ceremony’s words.

“There’s a problem here,” she stated when she
reached a part about half way down the page. Eryk leaned over to
see what she’d found.

“That’s part of what I say,” he commented.
“Specifically, it’s the part of my vows where I solemnly swear to
love and protect you.”

“Exactly. It’s not your job to protect
me.”

Eryk glanced over at Nicholas and smiled at
the expression on his face. “Could you excuse us for a moment,
please?” The man nodded, rose, and wandered over to the other side
of the room, looking at the spines of the books Eryk had on the
shelves. The king turned back to his bodyguard.

“There aren’t many who know what your job is
here,” he told her, his voice low so that it wouldn’t carry.
“What’s the problem?”

“I refuse to allow you to vow before the
kingdom and the gods that you will protect me.”

“And I won’t allow you to vow to protect me,
either. That will make me look weak.”

“I don’t have to vow to protect you; that was
done the moment the magic joined us. But this part of your vows
needs to be changed.”

“But I’m protecting you now, keeping you safe
from the attacks that have been directed at you. That’s what a
husband’s supposed to do, as well as a king.”

“You’re not the one protecting me.
You’ve ordered me protected, but it’s the guards who are actually
doing the job.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “I’ll allow you
to modify the vow, if you insist that the protection part be
there.”

Eryk nodded finding that acceptable, and he
called Nicholas back. Aislynn reached for another sweet, offering
the plate to the gentlemen, who turned her down. Together, the
three of them worked on an alternative wording that suited
everyone. And when Nicholas left a little later that afternoon,
Aislynn and Eryk were both pleased with the layout of the
ceremony.

“That’s one more thing to cross off
Mataline’s list,” Aislynn sighed happily. “We’re almost there.”
Eryk laughed at his fiancée’s satisfied expression.

“I have one last thing that I need to do
before dinner tonight,” Aislynn stated as she rose from the couch.
“What are you going to do with yourself?”

“I have some paperwork that needs dealing
with. There’s a new treaty on the table from Cembrance that I need
to look over again before I ask you and Branden to examine it.”

Aislynn nodded. “I’ll be in my rooms if you
need me, and I’ll see you at dinner.”

As she left the study, both Cheta and her
guard fell in behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled.
“What did you do to get the short straw again, Ray?” she asked as
she walked.

Ray laughed and lengthened his stride to walk
beside her. “Just lucky I guess. Though guard duty’s been pretty
boring these past couple of weeks.”

“Tell me about it,” she muttered, drawing
another laugh from her guard. They reached the main entrance of the
castle, and she paused at the base of the stairs. Changing her
mind, she started for the door and walked out into the rain.

“I need you to do me a favor,” she told Ray
as she walked across the courtyard to the barracks. “I’ll stay here
with Byron, so nobody can complain that you left me
unprotected.”

“What do you need, Princess?”

That was one of the things she liked best
about having Ray as her guard. He did what she asked, as long as it
didn’t directly conflict with his orders.

“I need you to go and order Eryk’s wedding
gift for me. Since I can’t leave the castle,” she said bitterly, “I
need someone to run the errand for me.”

“I can do that. Where do I need to go?”

Aislynn gave him directions, and then slipped
into the barracks. She’d be true to her word and find Byron. Ray
didn’t need to get into any trouble because of her and her
actions.

Byron was in his office, like usual most
afternoons. He looked up when she knocked politely on the door,
something she rarely bothered to do.

“Are you busy?” she asked, gesturing to the
papers scattered across his desk.

“Nothing that can’t wait,” he was quick to
reassure her, piling the papers together and setting them aside.
“What do you need?”

“Just company. I sent Ray on an errand, and
promised I’d stay with you while he’s gone.”

Byron’s face darkened in anger, and Aislynn
held up her hand to forestall his comment. “Don’t you dare be angry
with him,” she said firmly. “You can be angry with me for changing
his orders if you want, but he didn’t agree to go until I told him
that I’d be here with you. There’s no dereliction of duty from
him.”

The captain nodded, understanding that
Aislynn was protecting the guard and respecting her for it. “What
was so important?”

“I needed to order Eryk’s wedding gift, and
since I can’t do it myself, I asked him to do it for me.”

Byron’s face softened immediately. He knew
how hard it was for her to be essentially under house arrest. He’d
heard her complain and rant bitterly about it often enough during
their morning practice sessions.

“Thank you for not going yourself,” was all
he said. Like Eryk, Byron knew that if she really wanted out of the
castle, there was nothing either of them could do to stop her.
After all, they’d both seen her scale the castle walls as if they
were nothing.

Aislynn took a step into the room and then
paused, a look of discomfort flitting across her face. After a
moment, she walked to her regular chair and practically collapsed
into it.

“What’s wrong?” Byron demanded, getting up
and moving around the desk. Aislynn looked suddenly pale and he
could see fine beads of sweat beginning to appear on her
forehead.

“I don’t feel so good,” she managed to gasp
before wrapping her arms around her stomach and sliding off the
chair and onto her knees. She moaned softly as another wave of
cramps hit her.

Byron reached out to touch her forehead, and
found that her skin felt cool and clammy. He started to lean
forward to get a better look at her face when Aislynn gasped again
and was sick. Now seriously concerned, he dashed for the door
yelling for the nearest guard to run for a healer.

He was only away from her side for a few
moments, but when Byron returned, he found Aislynn lying on the
floor of his office, apparently unconscious. He felt for her pulse,
and found her heartbeat slow and weak. Not really knowing what to
do, he dashed through the door into his bedroom and grabbed a
blanket to throw over her. Cheta lay down next to her and whined
softly, as at a loss as Byron was.

A healer came rushing into the barracks a
short while later, and he skidded to a halt beside the princess,
dropping unceremoniously to his knees. “What happened?” he
demanded.

“I don’t know,” Byron admitted. “She came to
the office and knocked on the door, and suddenly…” He gestured to
Aislynn’s unconscious form on the floor, at a loss for words.

Closing his eyes to help him concentrate, the
healer placed one hand on Aislynn’s head and the other on her
chest, right above her heart. He remained that way for a few
moments, trying to use his magic to determine what was happening to
the future queen.

When he pulled away from her, Byron took a
step closer. “Well? What is it?”

“It appears as if the princess has been
poisoned.”

 


 


 



Chapter 14

“Help me move her to the bedroom,” the healer
ordered, slipping his arms under Aislynn’s shoulders while Byron
grabbed her legs. Quickly, the men transferred the princess to
Byron’s bed, and then the healer took his position again, one hand
over her head and the other over her heart.

“Run and get Michael,” he commanded, “and
tell him that we need a Circle. I’m not strong enough to do
anything for her by myself.”

Byron nodded, but was already turning. He
sprinted out of the barracks and through the rain to the castle,
barely slowing to open the doors. When a healer told you to run,
you ran. He dashed down the hallway toward the healers’ suite of
rooms and threw himself through the door, yelling for Michael.

“The princess has been poisoned and the
healer with her said he needs a Circle,” Byron gasped once he had
someone’s attention.

“Where is she?” Michael demanded as he rushed
out of the suite with four additional healers in tow. Byron kept
pace with him, moving back down the corridor.

“She’s in my room. She’d come to visit when
she collapsed.”

“She what?”

Byron stopped, letting Michael and the
healers pull ahead. Eryk was standing at the door of his study,
drawn to the noise of everyone rushing back and forth outside his
door. The captain put a hand out to stop Eryk’s mad dash to the
barracks. He didn't need to interrupt Michael right now.

“Aislynn’s been poisoned,” Byron repeated.
“Do you have any idea how that might have happened? I’m betting
that any clues we can give Michael will be a good thing.”

Eryk paled and strode back into the study. He
returned a few moments later carrying a plate of sweets. Byron
recognized Aislynn’s favorites, and there were obviously a few
missing.

“I got these for her just before Nicholas
came to finish planning out the wedding. I’d meant them as a peace
offering because we’d been arguing.”

“Did you eat any of them?”

Eryk shook his head.

“And you got them from the kitchen,
obviously. From who?”

“Beth gave them to me, but she’s not likely
the one who prepared them. Should we go question her?”

“I’ll go. You go to the barracks, but make
sure you stay out of Michael’s way.” Byron caught Mateo’s gaze and
saw the man nod. He’d make sure that Eyrk didn’t interfere with the
healers and their work.

Eryk arrived at Byron’s office just a few
minutes later. Moving through the room, he paused at the door that
connected Byron’s working space with his personal space. Michael
stood at Aislynn’s head, his hands spread over her, with the four
healers he’d brought with him ringed around her. The air
practically thrummed with the magic the men were using to try and
prevent the princess’s death. Slumped against the wall beside the
door was another man, one who looked exhausted.

“They’re trying to keep her heart beating
while Michael purges the poison,” the healer on the floor
explained, his voice quiet.

“Trying?” Eryk couldn’t keep his voice even,
his fear leaking out.

“Yes. It keeps stopping. Even when they have
it beating, it’s too slow. If Michael can’t get the poison out of
her system…” He didn’t finish, but Eryk didn’t need him to.

The king backed away from the door, and
placed the plate with the suspected poisoned sweets on Byron’s
desk. Then he sat down carefully in the captain’s chair to
wait.

 


 


He wasn’t sure when he’d fallen asleep, but
Byron found himself suddenly awake. He was sitting in the chair
from his office, leaning back against the wall just inside the door
of his bedroom, facing the bed. Aislynn was sleeping, still and
pale, the way she’d been for the past day and a half.

Byron sighed, then stood carefully and
stretched, trying to ease the muscles in his back. Eryk was at
dinner with the court, something he couldn’t avoid, so Byron was
keeping an eye on the princess.

Except for the location, this was a strange
case of déja vu, with but a few differences. Last time she’d
almost died, but this time her heart had stopped, more than
once. It was amazing that she was still in the land of the living,
and Michael said that it was only because she was in such good
shape, with a strong heart from all of the exercise she did.

There was a slight sound from the bed, the
tiniest rustle of cloth. Cheta got up from where she was lying on
the floor and went over to sniff at Aislynn’s hair. Her ears perked
forward and her tail moved slowly back and forth. Taking that as a
good sign, Byron walked toward the bed, and he smiled when he saw
that Aislynn’s eyes were open.

“Still a difficult wench to kill, I’m happy
to report,” Byron said softly.

“Good to know,” Aislynn replied with a
grimace. “I think that I’d prefer to be dead though. I feel
horrible.”

She tried to sit up, unsuccessfully, and
Byron sat down on the edge of his bed. “Don’t bother trying to get
up. According to Michael, you’ll be too weak to move for at least a
few days. Now that you’re awake, we can take you up to your room
though. I’ll let Eryk have that honor when he comes to see you
after dinner.”

“How long was I out this time?”

“Well, you collapsed yesterday afternoon, so
only about a day and half.”

“What the hell happened? I don’t remember
anything.”

“You were poisoned. Foxglove, according to
Michael, in the sweets so that you wouldn’t taste it. Your heart
stopped, Aislynn. You died.”

“That explains the weakness,” she said with a
wry smile. “I guess dying takes it out of you.”

“Don’t joke about this, Aislynn. The healers
were able to keep your heart beating while Michael purged the
poison, but if you’d eaten just a little bit more, it would have
been too much. They wouldn’t have been able to do anything to help
you.”

“What do you want me to do, Byron? Lay here
and cry?”

He sighed. “I honestly don’t know how to
react to this. Eryk is obviously not impressed, to put it mildly. I
questioned Beth, but she wasn’t able to remember anything or anyone
suspicious. We have no idea who poisoned you, so they could do it
again.”

“I’m not about to start employing a food
taster and I don’t care what Eryk has to say about that.”

Byron shook his head and smiled at her
determined expression. “You realize that issuing threats when flat
on your back isn’t terribly effective, right?”

“Now who’s joking?” she asked with a snarl,
but it changed quickly to a sad smile. “I guess it’s joking or
screaming, isn’t it?” Byron just nodded.

It wasn’t too much later when Eryk arrived at
the barracks after dinner. He’d spent as little time socializing
with the courtiers as he could, and fortunately, everyone
understood his need to go to his ailing fiancée. The court knew
that Aislynn had taken ill, but weren’t aware of the severity of
her condition.

“It’s so good to hear your voice,” Eryk said
as he walked through the door. He went immediately to the bed and
leaned down to kiss Aislynn soundly. Byron chuckled and excused
himself with a comment about crowding.

“I was so worried,” the king admitted,
sitting down on the edge of the bed.

“I’m sorry for that,” Aislynn said
truthfully. “I understand they truly almost got me this time.”

Eryk nodded. “I don’t know how to keep you
safe right now. No matter what we do, they always seem to find a
way to get to you.”

“I honestly don’t know what to tell you,
Eryk, but I feel like I should apologize again.”

“Well, how about I give the captain of my
guard back his room?”

He stood and then bent down beside the bed.
Aislynn was too weak to wrap her own arm around Eryk’s shoulders,
so he helped her with that before slipping his arms around her and
lifting her up. He lifted her with surprising ease, and Aislynn
chuckled weakly.

“And how long have you wanted to do this?”
she asked, leaning her head against his shoulder.

“Oh, I don’t know. A while, I think. There’s
something fun about having you at my mercy for a change.”

Eryk made his way quickly back into the
castle proper, Mateo holding the door for them, and then he slipped
up the stairs. Just as he approached the door to Aislynn’s suite,
it swung open to reveal Stephanie waiting for them. The
maidservant’s face lit up with a grin when she saw her mistress in
the king’s arms.

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re back! I’ll go and
grab some broth from the kitchen.”

Eryk opened his mouth to say something, but
Stephanie just kept talking. “I know that I need to serve it up
myself, from the communal pot so that nobody has a chance to slip
anything into it. I’ll be right back.”

“Does she always do that?” he asked as he
walked across the reception room and laid Aislynn gently on her
bed.

“Yes, she does. It’s a bit creepy, but you
get used to it eventually.”

Eryk tucked the blankets gently around
Aislynn, laughing softly at her when she tried unsuccessfully to
pull them up herself. “I think I’m going to enjoy taking care of
you for the next couple of days. I bet you can’t even feed yourself
the broth Stephanie’s about to bring in.”

Aislynn glared at him, but couldn’t disagree.
She felt oddly disconnected from her body right now. He laughed at
her again, and sat down beside her, preparing to spend some quality
time with his fiancée while she couldn’t escape.

 


 


 



Chapter 15

For the next two days, Aislynn could barely
stay awake long enough to eat. She was able to at least feed
herself when she was awake, which she considered a highlight, but
that was about it. Even getting up into a sitting position was
impossible without help for those first few days, but she was too
tired to really care all that much.

After that, as her strength returned ever so
slowly, Aislynn’s patience began to wear thin. She was able sit up
herself, but she wasn’t able to dress herself or even take more
than a couple of steps without stumbling. Stephanie took it all in
stride, helping the princess with whatever she needed, while Eryk
and Byron tried not to piss Aislynn off.

A week after the poisoning, and desperate for
something to do, Aislynn asked Stephanie to summon Liora. The
briefest flash of surprise crossed the maidservant’s face at the
request, but the girl schooled her features and did what the
princess asked. As she left the room, Amanda stepped inside the
door.

“Am I not allowed to even be alone?” she
asked the lieutenant. “That seems a little extreme, even for those
two.”

“I don’t question my orders,” Amanda said
with a tight smile. “If I’ve learned one thing, I’ve learned that
if the captain and the king agree on something, I am far too little
a fish to cross them.”

“Chicken.”

“Nope, I’m pragmatic. Maybe one day I’ll have
the power to question them, but not anytime soon.”

“Fine,” Aislynn sighed. “You might as well
come over here and make yourself comfortable. There’s no reason to
stay over there and pretend to hold up the wall.”

Amanda chuckled and did as Aislynn bid her,
taking a seat on one of the chairs across from the couch where
Aislynn rested.

“So what are the new rules? I'm already
confined to the castle grounds, and I apparently can’t be alone
even in my own rooms. What else is there?”

“Honestly, that’s all that I know of.”

Aislynn took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. “I’m going to have to talk to Eryk about the whole alone
thing. I’m not a child, needing to be watched all the time.”

“Good luck with that.”

Stephanie returned a little while later, and
Amanda slipped back outside to her post at Aislynn’s door. The
maidservant went into Aislynn’s bedchamber to change the linens,
and left the princess with the illusion of being alone in the
reception room for a few minutes. A knock at the door announcing
the councilor’s arrival broke the silence.

“You asked for me your Highness?” Liora asked
as she shut the door carefully behind her.

“Yes, I did. Thank you for coming on such
short notice.”

“Oh, I’m happy to be here. What can I help
you with?”

Aislynn’s summons confused Liora. Aside from
council meetings, she’d had virtually no working relationship with
the princess, who tended to stay out of the diplomatic aspects of
governing Bacovia.

“I need some information about which of the
surrounding kingdoms is sending representatives for the
wedding.”

“Oh! Of course! There’s only what, a little
over six weeks now until the big day? The final details must be
weighing on you.”

“Final details,” Aislynn repeated with a
small chuckle. “It is exactly the final details that I’m worried
about. So, who’s coming?”

“Well, we’ve received confirmation from
Evendell, Cembrance, Mythesti and Larosia. We haven’t heard from
Madelia yet, but with the war so recently past, I’m not quite sure
if they will send their new delegate to the court before your
wedding. We also haven’t heard from Calyso, but since they’re on
the farthest eastern edge of the kingdom, we aren’t really
expecting them to come.”

“Excellent! I need you to set up meetings for
me with the ambassadors from Cembrance, Mythesti and Larosia.”

“Excuse me? I’m not sure I heard that
correctly.”

“I said I want you to arrange meetings with
the ambassadors from the kingdoms who are sending representatives
to the wedding.”

“But why?”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Liora
wanted to take them back. She was never, ever rude to anybody, and
her tone of voice wasn’t quite what she’d consider acceptable.

Aislynn looked at the woman sitting across
from her, and watched her run her hand through her light brown
hair. The princess smiled.

“I just need some information, that’s all.
I’m not going to do anything that’s going to jeopardize our
treaties.” Liora blushed, since she’d been thinking something along
those lines.

“You can even sit in on the discussions if
you’d like,” Aislynn assured her. “But I will have to swear you to
secrecy if you do.”

Liora’s eyes widened at that last comment,
but she said nothing. The councilor ran through the various
possibilities in her mind, considering Aislynn’s words. It was
likely better to be part of the discussions, she decided. That way
she could run damage control if she needed to.

“When would you like me to set up the first
meeting? My schedule is fairly open right now, since his Majesty
has basically finished with the treaty negotiations he was working
on with Cembrance.”

“How about tomorrow? I don’t think I’m going
anywhere anytime soon.”

Liora nodded and then rose to leave. “I’ll
make the arrangements, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

 


 


“Thank you for coming to see me, Ambassador,”
Aislynn said with a smile. “Please excuse me for not standing to
greet you properly.”

The man who stood in her doorway looked
around the reception room of Aislynn’s suite. He seemed a little
surprised to be here, but he schooled his features and smiled at
her. “It’s my pleasure, Princess. I understand that you’re still
recovering from your illness, so don’t be concerned with standing
on ceremony.”

The ambassador from Cembrance was a tall,
lean man with black hair starting to go to gray and bright,
intelligent brown eyes. At Aislynn’s gesture, he settled himself
into one of the chairs and Liora took the other.

“I understand that Cembrance will be sending
a delegate to the wedding, and I was hoping you could help me with
something, Ambassador,” Aislynn began with a warm smile. She was
really hoping this man could give her what she needed.

“I’ll do what I can,” he promised, “but
please, call me Tomas.”

“Tomas, then. I’m planning the events for the
wedding tournament, and I’d like to include regional events, events
that reflect the customs of our allies. I was hoping that you could
provide me with some ideas.”

Liora looked shocked, for Liora, a slight
widening of her eyes. Tomas smiled. “What an interesting idea,” he
commented. “There is one event that immediately comes to
mind, one that is used frequently in the arena.”

“The one where you tie the participants
together?”

“Yes, that’s the one. I’m surprised that
you’re familiar with it though. It’s usually something that our
guild does.”

“And we house a competing guild back home,”
Aislynn reminded him with a smile. “I’ve seen the competitions.”
She’d been a participant a time or two as well, but neither of the
people in the room with her needed to know that.

“So you think that would be the most
appropriate event for my tournament?”

“Yes, I do,” Tomas replied with a smile.

Together, he and Aislynn worked out the
details to make the event as authentic as possible, and then the
ambassador left. Liora sat in her chair for a few moments longer,
looking at the woman sitting across from her.

“What are you doing, your Highness?” she
asked, keeping her tone light.

“I’m not doing anything, Councilor,” was
Aislynn’s reply. “I’m merely gathering information. I have a
tournament to plan, so I’m gathering information.”

“I thought the tournament was already
planned. That’s what they told me, anyway. Was that information
incorrect?”

“Not incorrect so much as incomplete. The
tournament will last four days, and the events for two of those
days are already scheduled. I’m just filling in the slots that
remain, that’s all.”

“What you’re planning is a
little…unorthodox.”

“Yes, it is,” Aislynn agreed with a grin.

Liora just looked at her for a few moments,
and then shook her head. She rose to leave and took a few steps
toward the door before pausing and looking back over her
shoulder.

“Your next appointment is tomorrow, your
Highness. I’ll see you then.”

“Thank you.”

 


 


 



Chapter 16

Aislynn rocked back on her heels and just
sat, letting the warm sun shine down on to the top of her head. She
was so happy that the nice weather was finally here. Even though
long, hard winters were usual for her, for some reason the past
season had been very difficult, the attacks on her life
notwithstanding. Being able to work outside in her private garden
again was a true pleasure today. Heck, being outside at all was a
pleasant change.

Eryk and Branden had been incredibly
reluctant to leave her alone to go hunting for the wedding feast.
Ever since the poisoning, Eryk had been hovering as if afraid that
she was still too fragile to take care of herself. Byron was nearly
as bad, despite the fact that she’d been back to sparring with him
for about two weeks now. She had basically needed to swear on
everything she held dear that she’d not leave the castle proper in
order to get them out the gates, but they had finally gone. The
kitchen needed venison for the dinner, and they needed it soon
enough so that it could be prepared properly before being
roasted.

Marja was supposed to have joined her today,
but her friend still wasn’t feeling very well. Fortunately, with
only about six weeks left in her pregnancy, the end was finally in
sight. There was no possible way that Marja would miss Aislynn’s
wedding, so she had bowed out of today’s rendezvous in order to
rest as much as possible before the big day.

Eryk had argued the longest about leaving her
alone, but she had protested that she was hardly alone in a castle
full of servants and guards, to say nothing of Cheta, who was
currently lounging only a couple of feet away, stretched out in the
sun. There hadn’t been any sort of attack on her since the
poisoning, but Eryk was still paranoid. Aislynn had to admit that
she couldn’t really blame him though, not if she was going to be
honest about the situation. Her recovery from this last attack had
been a slow one.

The beginning of the wedding celebrations was
now exactly one week away, and Aislynn was starting to get nervous.
She had never been one to float through the social circles back
home, but here she found herself on center stage as soon as she had
arrived in Bacovia almost a year ago. It was one thing she’d never
been able to adjust to, and the wedding was the biggest stage
yet.

The princess was incredibly happy that at
this point in time, everything was basically done. Once the hunters
killed the meat for dinner and hauled it back to the castle, all
that remained was her final dress fitting, flower selection, the
tournament, and the actual ceremony. Aislynn figured she could
handle that.

After Eryk had shown her the queen’s garden
last year and had declared it hers, Aislynn had discovered that she
really enjoyed working in it. She loved the feeling of the soil
beneath her hands, and there was something about caring for the
plants that she found soothing. After ruining a number of gowns,
Aislynn had commissioned Anna to make her some simple dresses to
wear in the garden. She wore one of these now, so it was without
hesitation that she knelt forward once more and continued to clean
the weeds out of the garden in front of her.

Cheta’s low growl was her only warning, but
it was all that she needed. Even gardening, Aislynn was never
without a weapon; attacks came far too often for that. So now, she
simply dropped her right hand on to the short sword lying in the
grass beside her and whirled around to see what had aggravated her
wolf.

Aislynn was surprised to find that there were
already two people at the base of the wall on the far side of her
garden, and a third was just dropping down. From their sizes and
shapes, Aislynn figured that they were likely all men, and all
three of them advanced quickly toward her. She rose from her
crouch, Cheta by her side, and prepared herself for the onslaught.
She was thrilled that this was finally an attack that she
could deal with directly. She’d grown very tired of the cloak and
dagger attacks coming at her from the shadows.

She knew immediately that these men were not
professionals. They moved without grace or balance, and one of them
actually seemed to march his way across her sanctuary, crushing
some of the newly planted flowers. Aislynn was angry enough at
having her rare alone time interrupted, but the violation of her
private space was the last straw. With a growl to rival Cheta’s,
she sprang at the closest attacker.

The men may not be professionals, but they
all knew how to handle the swords they carried. When Aislynn jumped
right into her first attack, her opponent parried the
straightforward attack easily. Aislynn simply attacked again, a jab
to the man’s thigh, but once more her weapon was blocked. Realizing
that this wasn’t going to be as easy as she had originally thought,
the princess took a few steps backwards to rein in her anger and to
reassess the situation.

The first thing she had to do was look at the
situation analytically. Cheta was harassing the two assailants who
were farthest from her, leaving her free to attack the one man
independently of the others. Trusting her companion to keep up her
good work, Aislynn gripped her sword more firmly and waded back
into the melee.

As she closed the distance once more, the man
brought his sword sweeping around in an arc to intercept her.
Aislynn slashed her sword across her body to parry the attack and
kept moving, allowing her right arm to wrap around her side. Still
holding the assailant’s weapon away from her, she brought her knee
up as hard as she could, smashing it into the man’s groin. He
grunted in pain and dropped his sword as he staggered back away
from her.

When the man facing her started to bend over,
a reflexive movement because of the pain he was suffering, she
brought her knee up again, this time connecting with the man’s jaw.
His head snapped upwards, exposing his throat, and Aislynn was
quick to take advantage. As she whipped her sword around from the
left side of her body, the sharp blade cut deeply into the man’s
neck, nearly severing his head from his body. Blood sprayed out
everywhere, but Aislynn paid it no mind, turning to face her next
opponent.

Cheta had managed to keep the other two men
at bay for the short time Aislynn had needed to defeat the first
attacker, but these two were determined to approach their target as
a pair. They fanned out to either side of Cheta and approached
Aislynn in a sort of flanking maneuver, making sure that Aislynn
would have to fight them both at the same time.

As soon as Aislynn settled herself, her
attention divided equally between her two opponents, Cheta dashed
out from between them. Dealing with two flanking opponents was
something that they had done together numerous times, and the
routine was nearly reflexive for them. The wolf whirled around and
got into position quickly.

The two men darted in to attack Aislynn
together, but she simply danced back, bringing her sword up in
front of her to catch their weapons. They both stepped backwards,
freeing their swords from hers, and then reversed direction to come
in again. Knowing that the three of them could repeat this
particular dance over and over again, Aislynn wished briefly for
her dagger. With a sigh, she danced out of danger again, but this
time she angled her movement to the left, lining herself up a
little bit with one of the men.

Not wanting to give him any time to change
his direction, Aislynn attacked immediately. Her sword, trapped by
the duel blades of her opponents, forced her once again to use her
feet, kicking out at the man’s thigh. She connected with enough
force to knock him off balance a little, and he stumbled sideways,
freeing her blade and disrupting his colleague.

Ignoring the man she hadn’t attacked yet, and
trusting Cheta once again to keep him busy, Aislynn pursued the man
she had just knocked off balance. Her opponent was already getting
his feet back under him, but Aislynn was right on top of him
anyway. She kicked out again, this time a good roundhouse kick
aimed at his stomach, driving him back on his heels.

She followed up with a snap kick, again to
his stomach, and his already precarious balance crumbled, sending
him crashing over backwards. As soon as he hit the ground, Aislynn
was there to finish him off. Needing to get back to the final
attacker, she didn’t bother with her weapon, instead slamming her
foot into his throat as she turned, crushing his windpipe.

Cheta had backed the third attacker into a
corner by the time Aislynn was finished with the other man. With
his back to the wall, the wolf wasn’t able to get into a position
with a good angle to attack the man, and his sword was able to keep
her away. But Cheta had managed to keep him out of the fight
while Aislynn was busy, and that was enough.

Aislynn stalked over to the corner where the
last man waited. He was well and truly trapped, not being able to
turn his back on Cheta to try and scale the wall, and certainly not
able to get past the wolf and the assassin who was advancing
steadily toward him in order to escape. He knew, without a doubt,
that he was a dead man.

“Wait!” he cried out desperately.

“Why?” Aislynn asked him, anger seething
underneath her calm exterior.

“I…I can give you information,” he
promised.

“Oh can you now?” She took another slow step
toward him as he nodded vigorously. “If you’re lying, you’re going
to wish that it was me who had killed you,” she promised.

The man looked confused, and Aislynn raised
her sword arm, reversed her grip, and slammed the pommel of her
blade into the man’s temple. He collapsed into a heap, and she bent
quickly to check his pulse. Finding it strong and steady, despite
the strength behind her blow, she cleaned her blade, stood and
turned to face her wolf.

“Go get someone,” she ordered. “Byron, Owen,
I don’t care… Just someone.”

The wolf leaped away to do as she had been
instructed and Aislynn went back to her garden, ignoring the bodies
on the ground and the blood that had ruined her dress. She knew
that once the “someone” arrived, her time off would be over, so she
figured that she might as well finish weeding the small garden
she’d been working on when she’d been so rudely interrupted.

 


 


“Oh my gods!”

The voice startled Aislynn, and she swiveled
to face the speaker, hand reaching out for her sword. She calmed
quickly though, when the voice itself registered. It was
Amanda.

“Byron sent me,” the woman explained quickly,
correctly interpreting the look on Aislynn’s face. “He’s right
behind me. He wanted to grab a couple of the guys on his way over,
so he sent me immediately to let you know.”

Amanda looked around the small garden again,
taking note of the crumpled bodies and Aislynn’s rather disheveled
appearance. “What happened here?” she asked.

“I’d prefer to explain it just once, if
that’s okay with you,” Aislynn replied, turning back to her garden.
“The one in the corner is still alive, so you should likely do
something with him.”

Aislynn watched Byron’s lieutenant from the
edge of her vision while she went to the corner to check on the man
that Aislynn had disabled. She hadn’t spent a lot of time with the
woman in the months since she’d arrived, but the princess had
enjoyed what little time they had been together. Amanda was just a
couple years older than she was, and they seemed to have a lot in
common.

“He said that he could provide us with
information,” Aislynn called from where she knelt, turning over the
last of the soil in the small plot in front of her. “I know that
Owen is practiced at getting information, so you’ll want to let him
know.”

When she finished with the garden, Aislynn
brushed her hands together to dust them off and then stood. Byron
and two guards she didn’t recognize arrived just then, following
Cheta, who rushed right to her partner’s side. Byron took one quick
look around the garden, noticed what Amanda was doing, and gestured
to the two guards to remove the bodies.

“Do I want to know?” he asked as Aislynn
moved to the next garden and knelt once again.

“Probably not,” she replied, starting to pull
weeds out of the soil, “but I suspect you want me to tell you
anyway.”

When Byron didn’t say anything, Aislynn
glanced over her shoulder to make sure that he was still there
before continuing.

“They were just thugs, and even if there
were three of them, they didn’t have a hope in hell, not
attacking in the open like this. That one over there with Amanda
said that he could provide information, but I’d be wary of whatever
he tells us. The only pertinent thing I suspect he knows is how
they got this far into the castle undetected, but I’ll leave it up
to the experts to determine that for sure.”

“And are you okay?” Byron asked.

“None of this is mine,” Aislynn replied,
gesturing absently to her dress.

“That’s not entirely what I meant.”

When she said nothing else, Byron left her
alone for the time being and went to Amanda. She had just finished
checking the man on the ground in front of her, and she had tied
him up securely.

“How is he?” Byron asked when he reached the
pair.

“Unconscious, but otherwise fine. How is
she?”

“She’s fine.”

“I doubt that,” Amanda disagreed with a shake
of her head. “People who are attacked don’t generally go back to
their interrupted gardening, especially not after killing two
men.”

“Your experiences are not her experiences,”
Byron was quick to point out. “Don’t assume that you know anything
about what’s normal for her.”

Amanda looked over at Byron, startled by the
tone of his voice. She was a very perceptive person, and she’d seen
them together repeatedly in her months here in the castle. It
didn’t take a genius to put two and two together.

“You care for her, don’t you?” she asked.
Byron looked startled.

“Of course I do,” he answered. “She’s going
to be the queen in a week.”

“No, it’s more than that,” Amanda stated
confidently. “I didn’t say care about her, I said care
for her. You have feelings for the princess.”

“She’s my friend,” he replied firmly. His
lieutenant met his gaze steadily, and Byron thought that she was
going to push the issue farther, but she didn’t.

Once the garden was empty of bodies, with
Amanda escorting the groggy assailant to a cell below the castle,
Byron approached Aislynn again. They were alone except for the
wolf, and Byron took advantage of the brief privacy.

“You should probably go and get cleaned up,”
he commented quietly as he walked up behind the princess. “Eryk
will be back soon and he’ll be angry enough without seeing you
covered in blood.”

He reached down and took her hand, carefully
pulling her to her feet.

“He’s more likely to be impossible to live
with now because he’s going to think that he was right and that he
shouldn’t have left me here alone,” she argued. “It’s been almost
impossible to live with the restrictions and conditions up ‘til
now!”

“You know that we need to tell him what
happened.”

“Of course we do,” Aislynn agreed, “but that
doesn’t mean he isn’t going to make my life even more miserable
because of this.”

Not taking her hand back quite yet, Aislynn
just stood there looking at Byron, her face very serious.

“How did they get in here Byron?” she asked.
“This is supposed to be my place, my escape, and they were
here.”

“I don’t know, but I will do whatever I can
to find out,” he promised her.

She had no reason to doubt him, so she just
nodded, accepting what he had said.

“I’ll go and get rid of this dress,” she said
as she carefully pulled her hand away from his. “Break the news to
Eryk carefully, okay?”

Now it was Byron’s turn to nod, and he
watched her stoop down and pick up her sword before leaving her
garden, Cheta trotting close behind. He wondered if this garden
would ever be her sanctuary again, or if this attack had robbed her
of it.

 


 


 



Chapter 17

Aislynn made her way directly to her suite,
passing a few servants along the way. They took one look at her and
carefully averted their gazes, deciding that what they didn’t
acknowledge wouldn’t hurt them. Aislynn knew that word of the
attack was likely all over the castle by now, especially since the
guards had no other exit than through either the library or Eryk’s
study when they had removed the bodies. The inhabitants of the
castle also knew her temper intimately, and everyone knew that it
was best to stay out of Aislynn’s way when she was angry. She was
angry now, and her body language showed it.

Thinking that it would be really nice to be
able to get from her room to her garden by a more direct route,
Aislynn made a mental note to check out the queen’s suite to see if
there was the possibility of adding a staircase or ladder of some
sort. Then, when she changed rooms after the wedding, she’d have
easier access. Of course, while another, less conspicuous exit from
the garden would be nice, she didn’t really want to trade what
little security there was for convenience.

Aislynn was still trying to figure out how
the three men had managed to get into her garden when she walked
through her door and into her room. The queen’s garden was located
nearly in the center of the castle, and the three thugs would have
needed to cross the public gardens and central courtyard in order
to climb the wall they had used to get in. How is it possible that
nobody had seen them? As she walked into her bedroom, she hoped
again that Owen was able to get some answers from the one man that
she had spared.

Aislynn was immediately surprised to find a
large copper bathtub filled with steaming water set up for her as
soon as she entered her bedroom. Even if someone had told Stephanie
about the attack as soon as the guards removed the first of the
bodies from the garden, she wouldn’t have had time to get this
ready. That meant that she had to have known before that…

“Stephanie?” she called back over her
shoulder. “Could you come in here please?” Desperately needing the
bath, Aislynn started to undress while waiting for her maidservant
to appear.

“Yes, your Highness? What can I do for you?”
the expected voice answered from behind her after a few short
moments. Stephanie was nothing if not prompt when replying to a
summons.

“Aside from needing a clean dress, I’d also
like to know how you knew to pour me a bath,” Aislynn said,
slipping into the warm water. She noted absently that the water was
even scented. It smelled faintly of lavender.

“Well,” replied the girl as she bent to pick
up Aislynn’s ruined dress, “I knew that you would be gardening,
which meant that you would be getting dirty. With Anna coming for
your final fitting this afternoon, I knew that you would want to
get clean before you tried on your wedding gown.”

The explanation certainly sounded logical
enough, but Aislynn wasn’t totally convinced that was all there was
to it. Stephanie had anticipated her needs too many times, and she
was starting to wonder if the girl had magical gifts. Those with
strong spirit gifts were often the ones with foresight and mind
reading, after all. However, since Cheta had never shown any strong
preference for her, the gift was probably only latent at best and
likely to stay that way. The citizens of Evendell relied heavily on
the eesprid, known to be sensitive to the magical potential
in the people around them. When determining which children to train
as mages, the eesprid were the first test the would-be mages
needed to pass.

Stephanie bundled up the light cotton dress
into a ball to make it easier to carry without accidentally getting
blood on her own clothing and left it by the door of the bedroom
before heading to the wardrobe. As she worked her way through the
dresses hanging there, Aislynn asked another question that had been
bothering her for some time.

“Why is it that you never even bat an eye
when something odd happens?” she wanted to know. “When you picked
up my dress just now, you had to have seen the blood on it, but you
never ask any questions.”

“Well, I’m your servant. The first lesson you
learn is that you don’t ask questions if you want to remain
employed. And I know that if there is something you feel it is
necessary for me know, you will tell me, your Highness. Other than
that, it really doesn’t matter to me.”

Aislynn blinked at the girl’s reply and
thanked the gods once more for sending her the perfect
maidservant.

As she scrubbed the blood off of her skin and
out of her hair, Aislynn could feel Eryk’s presence getting closer
and closer to the castle. He was happy, which meant that the hunt
had been a success, for which she was grateful. She knew that
things would go better for Byron if the king at least
started in a good mood.

 


 


Byron waited patiently on the stairs in the
courtyard, Amanda at his side. Over the past four months, she had
settled into the guard as if she had always been there, and Byron
laughed at himself whenever he thought about how he had overreacted
to the difficulties that her presence here had initially caused.
When he thought about the fit he had thrown back at the beginning…
He blushed, just thinking about it.

Now, with the addition to the barracks well
underway and Amanda comfortably assigned to Owen to learn the ropes
as one of his lieutenants, Byron was now contented with the idea of
having women in the guard. She worked hard, harder than any of the
other men did, and she was better than most of them – even some of
the senior members. When the second story was completed, he was
determined to recruit more women to the ranks, using Amanda as a
standard for their entry.

Ever since Owen had become Amanda’s mentor
officially, she had rarely left the lieutenant’s side while they
were on duty, which is why she had been so confused when Byron had
ordered her out of the cell below. She still wore that confused
look, glancing at the captain out of the corner of her eye from
time to time. Byron sighed. For whatever reason, the woman had
softened him up a bit, and he found himself explaining far too many
of his decisions to her.

“You don’t want to be there right now,” he
said. “Trust me on that one. Owen is going to be too busy to
instruct you in any way once the king gets there, so you’re better
off out of his way.”

“The princess said something about Owen being
good at extracting information. Does that mean what I think it
does?” she asked, just a touch hesitantly. Byron wondered how
someone so talented could still be so naïve. It reminded him oddly
of Aislynn, though the assassin’s naivety was slightly
different.

“Yes, it does,” he replied honestly, seeing
no reason to hide the truth. “And Owen is very good at it. Besides,
if you’re planning to be here for any length of time, you might as
well learn how to handle the king.”

“What do you mean? He seems to be pretty even
tempered.”

“Now,” Byron said with a laugh. “He used to
be very volatile, before she came. She seems to have calmed
him down quite a bit, but he still gets bent out of shape by one
thing.”

“Her,” Amanda supplied, nodding her head in
understanding.

“They’re good for each other, and each is
very protective of the other, which makes for some interesting
times. You’ll see what I mean in a few minutes.”

As Byron finished speaking to her, Eryk and
Branden came riding slowly up the last hill before reaching the
castle gates. They were laughing at something Branden had said, and
they both looked relaxed and happy. That changed as soon as they
spotted the captain, since both of them knew that he was far too
busy to be standing around waiting for them unless he needed to
talk to the king.

“What happened now?” Eryk asked as soon as he
dismounted and walked up the stairs to where Byron was waiting, his
junior lieutenant looking on anxiously.

“She’s fine,” Byron said, first answering the
question that Eryk really wanted to ask. “She was attacked in her
garden, but she and Cheta dealt with them. She even left one alive
for Owen.”

“In her garden?” was the incredulous
response. “How could anybody get into her garden? There were guards
at the doors to both my study and the library.”

“We’re not sure yet, your Majesty, but we’re
looking into it.”

Amanda noticed that Byron had slipped into a
more formal manner of speaking and wondered why. Byron was usually
very casual with the king, the two of them friends and at ease with
each other after many years of association, so she knew that it
must be part of whatever plan he had.

“She needs to be protected, Byron,” Eryk
said, starting to make his way into the castle as if he had just
realized that they were all standing out in the open courtyard. “We
can’t let anything happen to her.”

“We most definitely cannot,” agreed Byron
vehemently, following along behind. His tone drew a speculative
look from Amanda, but Eryk seemed to expect it. “That’s why I have
Amanda here, Sire. She can be with Aislynn around the clock.”

Eryk stopped halfway across the foyer and
turned to look at the two guardsmen who were following him. He
noted immediately that Amanda looked as startled by the idea as he
was. Looking up over Byron’s head, he addressed Mateo.

“What do you think? Could she do it?”

Amanda knew that he was talking about her,
and she glanced over her shoulder to look at the man the king had
addressed. Mateo’s flat brown eyes looked back at her, and she
shuddered. The king’s bodyguard always seemed so lifeless; it
really was quite frightening.

Eryk was obviously satisfied with whatever
had passed between him and Mateo, and he looked once again at Byron
and Amanda.

“If anything happens to her…” he started, but
Byron cut him off.

“She’ll take excellent care of her, your
Majesty,” he promised. “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t
have complete confidence in my lieutenant.”

Eryk seemed content with that, and started
walking toward the stairs again. He didn’t look back once, a clear
dismissal, and as Branden hurried past, he threw Amanda a quick
“good luck” and an understanding smile. He was used to Eryk and his
moods, especially when it concerned Aislynn.

Once the two men were out of earshot, Byron
rounded on his lieutenant.

“You will not leave her side, do you
understand?” he demanded. “I will have one of the boys bring you
your things, and you’ll bunk in her room. It will be your head, and
mine, if something happens to her.”

“Based on what I saw a little while ago, and
what I already know, I think the princess can take care of
herself,” Amanda pointed out. “What good could I possibly do?”

“You never know,” Byron answered cryptically.
“Sometimes, having someone there makes all the difference in the
world.”

 


 


Aislynn knew the instant that Eryk found out
about the attack; there was nothing else that could possibly cause
the absolute rage she suddenly felt from him. She slipped farther
down into the bath, wishing that she could just hide in her room
for the rest of the day, but she knew that was impossible.

As time passed, she felt Eryk grow calmer,
until the only feelings she was getting from him were concern and
determination. That let her know that he'd decided something, and
while it likely wasn’t something she was going to like, it was
something that Eryk could apparently live with.

Just one more week, she told herself as she
got ready to get out of the bath and get dressed. Just one more
week until this part is all over. Not that she honestly expected
Eryk to become any less protective once they were married, but she
was using the wedding as a milestone of sorts. If she could make it
to the wedding, then things would be okay, she kept telling
herself. She’d deal with after the wedding later.

Aislynn heard a knock from the reception area
of the suite and Stephanie’s muted voice as she answered the door
and invited whoever it was inside the princess’s rooms. Aislynn
didn’t bother to check, knowing that Stephanie wouldn’t sound so
calm if there was anything to be worried about, and Cheta was
lounging on the bed just in case Stephanie happened to be wrong
about the intentions of the visitor.

Aislynn was standing by the bed, wrapped in a
towel and looking down at the dress her maidservant had selected
when she heard a second knock, this one on the bedroom door. She
glanced over her shoulder and saw Amanda standing there, looking
uncomfortable.

“Yes?” Aislynn asked, looking back down at
the dress on the bed. It was made of beige silk, slashed with blue,
and seemed far too formal to her. She shrugged, deciding not to
start questioning Stephanie’s intuition right at this moment.

“I was sent to guard you,” Amanda said,
sounding as uncomfortable as she looked. “I don’t think you need me
here, but the king…”

“The king demanded that Byron do something,
and you’re his answer,” Aislynn guessed with a short, bitter laugh.
“It could be worse, I guess. You might as well come in and sit
down, then. If I had to speculate, I’d say that you were told not
to let me out of your sight, right?”

Amanda nodded as she came into the room,
walked around the bathtub, and took a seat on the edge of the bed
next to Aislynn’s dress.

“At least we’ll get a chance to truly get to
know one another,” the princess commented. Deciding that she might
as well get the inevitable awkwardness over with, she let the towel
she had wrapped around her fall to the ground and picked up the
waiting dress.

“What happened to you?” Amanda gasped, a
startled and somewhat horrified look on her face. Aislynn glanced
down at the ugly scar that ran from her left shoulder across her
body to her right hip.

“I have a matching one over here,” she said
instead of answering right away, turning to show Amanda where she
had a smaller scar running almost horizontally across the middle of
her back. There was also a near perfect circle on her right
shoulder, front and back, the legacy of the attack at Branden’s
house.

“What, exactly, do you know about me?”
Aislynn asked, starting to dress. She pulled the dress down over
her head and slipped her arms into the sleeves, effectively hiding
the scars.

“I know that you’re an excellent fighter,”
Amanda replied. “I’ve seen you fight a few times now, and I’ve seen
the aftermath of your fighting too.”

“What else?”

“Well, I know that you’re a princess from
Evendell and that you’re going to be queen next week.”

Aislynn shook her head, wondering just how
accepted this woman truly was among the guards. They all knew about
her training, at least any of them who predated the war, but
apparently, they hadn’t passed that information along. She wondered
if that was deliberate or accidental.

“I started my training when I was very
young,” Aislynn said. “I’ve lived most of my life with a weapon in
my hand, and I did that for one reason. In my kingdom, there is an
excellent Academy, and there, we train assassins. I spent nearly my
entire life in that Academy before I came here.”

Aislynn paused, waiting for the information
to sink in. She finished buttoning up the dress and turned to look
at herself in the mirror. The blue slashes just peeked out from
between the beige folds of the skirt, and the sleeves were slashed
with the blue as well. She walked over to her dresser and started
going through her limited collection of jewelry, knowing exactly
what to wear.

“Those scars that you saw were ones that I
got here, defending the king from an assassination attempt. I guess
that was about ten months ago now. They say that assassins make the
best bodyguards because we know all of the tricks.” She pulled out
her sapphire necklace and fastened it around her neck. Then she
picked up a comb and started to run it through her thick, brown
hair.

“Why are you telling me this?” Amanda asked,
curious as to why she should suddenly have access to this
information.

“Because of who you are,” Aislynn answered.
“You’re Byron’s lieutenant, which means that you’ve become part of
our inner circle, even if you don’t know it yet. He trusts you,
which means that I’ll trust you too. And if you’re going to be
basically attached to me for at least the next seven days, you need
to know what I am.”

Finally ready, Aislynn laid the comb back on
the dresser and turned to face her new bodyguard.

“At least you know that you’ll have some help
if someone tries again,” Aislynn said with a smile. “I’m not one to
stand back and let others do the fighting for me.”

To make her point, Aislynn pulled open a
drawer in her dresser and selected a long, thin dirk. With a
practiced flourish, she twirled the weapon around and slipped it
through a small opening in her skirts, where it slid into the
sheath hidden there.

Amanda looked at the woman standing in front
of her not knowing what to think. Saving her from having to say
anything at all, knowing that she needed time to process, Aislynn
turned again and walked out the door of the bedroom.

“Coming?” she called. The young woman stood
quickly and followed the princess out of the room and out of the
suite.

As they headed toward the stairs, Aislynn
slowed so that Amanda could catch up to her. It wouldn’t do to
outdistance her bodyguard, after all.

“I have a fitting this afternoon with Anna,”
Aislynn commented as they started to walk down the staircase.
“We’ll go and have lunch now, and then I should probably take a
quick look at some of the paperwork I’ve been putting off before
she gets here. Eryk is already waiting for us, so we should…”

Aislynn trailed off as she caught sight of a
reddish blur out of the corner of her eye. Just as she turned to
identify it, Cheta went bounding away from her side, heading for
the door, and barking once in greeting. Aislynn recognized the
reddish creature as a fox, and this one was heading toward Cheta as
quickly as it could.

“Daki?” Aislynn asked herself quietly. If the
fox was here, that could only mean one thing – her father wasn’t
far behind.

“Come on,” she called to Amanda as she
gathered her skirts and headed quickly toward the doors leading
outside. Amanda looked a little confused, but she was starting to
understand that the feeling of confusion would likely be her normal
state for the next little while, at least until she got used to
this unusual woman.

Just before she stepped outside, Aislynn
snagged a nearby servant and sent him to find Eryk. Then she rushed
outside, followed by Daki and Cheta, to find a carriage bearing the
rampant bear of Evendell just pulling up to the base of the
stairs.

As soon as the carriage came to rest, the
door opened and out came a tall, regal woman with brown hair that
curled around her shoulders in perfect waves. She was dressed in a
blue gown, trimmed with silver stitching, and there was a silver
belt around her slim waist. A small crown was nestled in her hair,
and she looked around expectantly.

“Mother!” Aislynn cried happily, rushing down
the stairs and into the arms of the woman waiting there.

Amanda looked at Aislynn and the woman
waiting to greet her, and followed reluctantly along behind. Her
orders were to stay with Aislynn, but part of her didn’t want to
intrude on a happy welcome either. She was going to have to find a
balance, she knew. In the meantime, she would do the best she
could. That was, after all, all she could do.

 


 


 



Chapter 18

“It’s so good to see you!” Aislynn exclaimed,
pushing herself back from her mother just enough to look her in the
eye. It had been nearly a year since she had last seen her parents,
and with the mountainous border between Bacovia and Evendell, she
had been afraid that they wouldn’t be able to make it to the
wedding despite the change of date.

Natasha smiled at her youngest daughter,
thinking to herself that Aislynn had matured a lot in the months
that she had spent here. She looked a lot older than she had when
first summoned to Bacovia to take up her position as Eryk’s
bodyguard. Natasha took a step away from the carriage, pulling
Aislynn with her and leaving room for Jackob to descend into the
courtyard behind them.

“Well you certainly are in better shape than
when I last saw you,” the king of Evendell commented as he stepped
down onto the cobblestones. When he had last left Bacovia, Aislynn
had just begun her recovery from the attack that had left the scars
she had just recently shown Amanda, the attack that had very nearly
killed both her and Eryk. He hugged his daughter affectionately,
and then stepped back beside his queen.

“You’ve been letting Mother dress you again,
I see,” Aislynn commented with a smile, noting that Jackob’s outfit
was a perfect complement to Natasha’s. He wore dark blue pants,
trimmed in silver, and a white shirt trimmed in dark blue. His
crown was a larger version of the crown that graced Natasha’s
head.

“I’m not the only one being dressed, I see,”
Jackob retorted with a smile of his own. “Besides, we had to look
good for our grand entrance, didn’t we?”

“Me too!” came a voice from the carriage
door, and Aislynn glanced up to see Davin standing there, waiting
to hop down. Cheta saw him too and came bounding over to see her
favorite boy, jumping up to lick his face as soon as he firmly
planted his feet on the courtyard’s stones. Davin giggled, just as
Aislynn remembered, but the greeting came to an abrupt halt when a
loud chattering sound started.

“What is that?” the princess asked, stepping
closer to the boy.

Davin blushed and reached into his shirt,
withdrawing a sleek furred animal out into the open. “This is my
eesprid, Tavi,” he explained. “He wants to say hello
too.”

“Well, look at you! You certainly have
grown,” Aislynn said, hugging the boy. “You’ve got an
eesprid all your own, a true mage, and you’re much taller
than I remember.”

“Well, I did have a birthday, you know,” he
commented gravely. Eryk’s cousin and heir pulled himself up
straight, and ran a hand self-consciously through his brown hair.
He was dressed in a deep red shirt with gold trim and a pair of
black pants.

“I know. I have a birthday gift for you
inside, though I thought that I would have to send it home with my
parents. I’m glad that you could come to the wedding, Davin.”

“You have a present for me?” asked the boy
excitedly. “We have a birthday gift for you too!”

Aislynn’s face paled a little at his
exclamation, and sure enough, Eryk’s voice rang out from behind
her. She had hoped that he hadn’t been close enough to hear.

“Birthday? When was it your birthday,
Aislynn?” He sounded a little put out by the fact that she hadn’t
mentioned it.

“About three weeks ago,” her father supplied,
grinning at Aislynn’s discomfort. “She didn’t say anything? How…
surprising.”

Aislynn rolled her eyes and turned to walk
back up the stairs, nearly colliding with Amanda, who had been
waiting silently behind her. Knowing that she could use the woman
to move the subject of the conversation away from her birthday, she
turned back to face her parents, dragging Amanda to the forefront
of the group.

“This is Amanda, Byron’s new lieutenant,”
Aislynn said, introducing the woman. “These are my parents, King
Jackob and Queen Natasha, and this is Eryk’s heir, Davin.”

Jackob took a good look at Amanda’s uniform,
the sword she wore comfortably on her hip, and her proximity to
Aislynn. “So Byron’s let women in, has he? Good for him! And she
is?”

“My shadow,” Aislynn commented sourly,
drawing a startled look from Jackob and Natasha. They knew the term
meant someone more than a bodyguard. Instead, it meant that there
was something serious going on, something that would require
constant protection for the princess.

“When?” Jackob demanded. “Was it
serious?”

“This morning, and no, it wasn’t serious.
Eryk is just being overly protective.”

Jackob laughed at that, relaxing a little.
“Really? I would never have pegged him for someone who would
be the protective type.” Sarcasm was literally dripping from his
voice, making Eryk blush.

“I’m not being overly protective,” Eryk
denied. “She’s conveniently not mentioning that there have been
three other attacks in the past months, as well as a couple of
suspicious accidents. She was nearly killed a few weeks ago.”

Aislynn turned to glare at her fiancé, angry
that he was telling her parents this. It was only going to make
them worry.

“We were just about to have lunch,” Eryk
said, ignoring Aislynn. “Why don’t the three of you join us, and we
can all get caught up.”

Eryk offered Natasha his arm, and the six
people started into the castle proper, leaving stable hands and
servants to take care of the carriage and horses, as well as the
bags that Aislynn’s parents had brought with them. Aislynn snagged
one of the servants before following the others inside and directed
him to put Jackob and Natasha’s belongings into the suite beside
hers.

Trailing along behind the rest of the group,
she was the only one to catch a glimpse of the next carriage coming
into the courtyard, one that bore flags that showed the winged
snake emblem of Madelia. Unconsciously rubbing her arm, the one
marked with the slave brand she had obtained during the war,
Aislynn shuddered and hurried inside hoping that whoever was in the
carriage hadn’t seen her.

Once she was safely inside, Aislynn found
another servant, this one obviously on her way upstairs to make up
beds since her arms were full of linens. Aislynn was reluctant to
interrupt her, but she was in no mood to deal with the new Madelian
emissary.

“Excuse me,” she said, catching the girl’s
attention. “I need you to go and find Lady Liora and tell her that
she needs to get out to the courtyard right away. Let her know that
the Madelians have arrived.”

Leaving the girl to follow her command,
Aislynn picked up her pace and headed to the dining hall. Amanda,
who had been waiting just inside the door of the castle, followed
close behind just like the shadow Aislynn had named her.

Everyone had found a chair and the servants
had served the food by the time she arrived. As Aislynn took her
seat at the head of the table opposite Eryk, Amanda moved to stand
with Mateo, the pair of them watching over their charges
carefully.

“You and Branden have an interesting
afternoon ahead of you,” Aislynn commented into a lull in
conversation.

“Really? How so?” Eryk asked, looking at her
curiously.

“The Madelians are here,” she replied. “I’ve
sent for Liora, but I’m positive they’ll be wanting to meet with
you sooner rather than later. I have other plans today, so I won’t
be part of those discussions.”

Nothing that Eryk could say would drag her
into the new treaty discussions with Madelia, and he understood
that. Even if she had wanted to participate, it was possible
that someone from Madelia would recognize her from her foray into
the capital city last fall, so they had both agreed that she would
sit this one out. If the ambassador attended the wedding and
recognized her, well, that would be something they would deal with
if and when they needed to.

The conversation turned to more mundane
things, like Davin’s ongoing training and Marja’s pregnancy. They
all enjoyed their meal and the conversation, and it was with
reluctance that the ladies went their separate way, heading up to
Aislynn’s suite for her fitting and some final wedding details that
still needed handling. Jackob accompanied them as far as her room,
and then he retired to his own suite while the ladies did their
thing.

“So aside from your fitting, what is it that
you need to do?” Natasha asked as Aislynn reached for the handle of
her door.

“The flowers,” the princess sighed, opening
the door to reveal a veritable garden in her reception room.

“Your Highness,” Stephanie said with a
curtsey, “and your Majesty. The servants just dropped off the final
vase of flowers for your consideration. You have about an hour
before Anna arrives with your dress. Would you like me to take
notes?”

Natasha looked at Aislynn, startled by the
exuberance of her maidservant. “This is Stephanie,” Aislynn
explained. “She’s been with me since mid-winter. And yes, this is
her normal pace of conversation.”

Aislynn’s mother laughed at her daughter’s
dry tone and took a seat on the couch, making herself comfortable.
Amanda took up a position just inside the door, leaning against the
wall.

“So what do you need to decide?”

“Just about everything,” Aislynn admitted.
“Spring comes late, and the flowers are just now in bloom enough
for me to make my choices. I need my bouquet, the decorations for
the church and the decorations for the hall. For the hall, I’ll
need blooms for garlands and centerpieces for the tables.”

Moving over to one of the vases, this one
filled with red and yellow tulips, Aislynn paused and looked around
the room. “Let’s start by removing the ones I don’t like. We’ll put
them over on the desk, since it’s currently empty, and just go from
there.”

 


 


“How could she not tell me that it was her
birthday?” Eryk complained to Branden as they walked down the hall
toward the meeting room.

“And how could you not tell me?” he asked
Mateo, directing the question back over his shoulder, though he
didn’t really expect an answer. Eryk’s bodyguard had always been
the quiet one, but since his twin brother’s death, he hadn’t really
said a word in the hearing of anyone, with the exception of his
brief bit of advice a few weeks ago.

“Oh, stop pouting,” Branden said with a
chuckle. “You know as well as I do that she probably didn’t tell
you because she didn’t want you to make a big deal of it. The two
of you have enough on your plate right now, don’t you think?
Besides, you can make it up to her with your wedding gift if you
really feel that you need to.”

As they turned the corner, the two men could
see a pair of guards on duty outside of the meeting room. One of
the guards was dressed in a Bacovian uniform and the other, in
Madelian colors.

“Are you ready for this?” Eryk asked, seeing
a look of concern on Branden’s face.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Branden assured the king.
“This is just a really weird case of déja vu. Haven’t we done this
before?”

Eryk laughed. He remembered a meeting with
the previous Madelian emissaries. It seemed like forever ago, and
it was one of the very first things Eryk had done as king after his
father’s assassination.

“Let’s hope that this time turns out a lot
better than last time,” Branden commented vehemently, and Eryk
agreed. Having to execute the first two ambassadors was not a good
memory, and he could do without ordering anybody else hanged.

When Eryk walked into the room, Branden at
his heels, a smiling Lady Liora greeted them, rising gracefully
from the table where she had been seated with the new Madelian
emissary. The king was incredibly pleased to note that Liora’s eyes
were sparkling, which meant that the smile was genuine and not just
a diplomatic necessity. Things must be going well so far.

“Your Majesty, I’d like to introduce you to
Lord Callum, our new ambassador.” The man she introduced rose while
she spoke, and he grasped Eryk’s hand firmly in greeting. He had
brown hair and a close trimmed beard, and his smile crinkled the
laugh lines around his eyes, giving him a friendly appearance.
Unlike his predecessors, he was dressed conventionally in dark
pants and a fitted shirt, both of good quality, but as if to make
up for the lack of camouflage in his clothing, his hazel eyes just
couldn’t seem to decide on whether to be brown or blue.

“I’m very pleased to meet you again,” Callum
said. “I hope that we can forge a peaceful relationship between our
kingdoms at last.”

“I hope so too,” Eryk replied sincerely.
“This is my chief advisor, Lord Branden.”

Branden shook the man’s hand, and the
gentlemen turned their attention to Liora.

“Here, let me show you what we’ve discussed
already,” Liora said, gesturing to the map laid out on the table
and picking up a sheaf of paperwork. Callum turned back to the
table while Eryk and Branden took seats of their own, and everyone
got to work.

 


 


 



Chapter 19

The arrival of her parents and of the
Madelian representative were just the beginning of the chaos that
built over the course of the next few days. Each day, more and more
wedding guests arrived, and it didn’t take long until all of the
diplomatic suites in the castle were full, forcing visitors into
lodgings in the city. When the inns were all full, the various
noble guests started to set up their camps on the plateau below the
city, exactly as expected. In addition to the guests and their
entourages, enterprising citizens of Bacovia set up stalls to sell
food and goods to the wedding guests.

Aislynn’s schedule quickly deteriorated into
round after round of meeting new people and playing nice,
constantly attended by Amanda and whichever other guards Byron
assigned to her. She was soon going to be queen, and she understood
the need to make a good impression on all of these people, but she
missed having duties around the court to use as an escape. Now,
with Branden replacing her, reclaiming his position as chief
advisor and working with Eryk, she had no escape from the
continuous social parade.

Day by day, Aislynn grew more and more
grateful for the morning sparring sessions with Byron. She found
that they helped to ground her and make the days more
tolerable.

“So, only three days to go before this fiasco
gets underway. Having second thoughts yet?” Byron meant the comment
as a joke, so he was shocked when Aislynn nodded her head in
agreement.

“What? You can’t seriously be thinking of
calling off the wedding.”

“It’s not that,” Aislynn protested, bringing
her quarterstaff back to the starting position to finish her
warm-up and moving out of the way. “It’s everything else. I could
do without the guests and the grand party.”

“But that’s what a wedding is,” Byron
explained with a smirk. He moved into the middle of the courtyard,
taking Aislynn’s place to begin his own exercises. “And for a royal
wedding, the party is even more extravagant.”

“I’d still like it all to be over with, thank
you very much.”

If Aislynn was going to be honest with
herself, the stress of the upcoming event was starting to take its
toll. She wasn’t sleeping very well right now, and all of the
people constantly around the castle had her nerves on edge too. She
could too easily imagine one of the guests as a potential assassin,
with either herself or Eryk as their target. It was making her head
spin, especially since she couldn’t be with Eryk, keeping him safe.
There were “social conventions” to observe, and that was another
reason to want the whole wedding over with and out of the way.

When Byron finished with his exercises, he
signaled to Aislynn to join him. She stepped forward eagerly, happy
to have this time with her friend before the insanity of her day
began. She brought her quarterstaff up in front of her, and gave
the captain a nod.

Byron lunged at Aislynn, one end of the
quarterstaff jabbing in at her left shoulder. Aislynn tilted her
hands and brought the left end of her staff up in a quick movement
that blocked the attack, knocked Byron’s staff and sent it
skittering across the front of her body. Once the end of Byron’s
staff reached her right shoulder, she brought her right hand
forward, aiming the end of her staff at the captain’s stomach, but
he whirled away from her at the same moment. They’d both learned
many of the other’s tricks over the months.

Aislynn dashed forward to attack Byron’s
unprotected back as he spun around, but he’d moved too far away and
had time to turn to meet her, their staves crashing together. She
laughed, enjoying herself, and Byron smiled. He liked making her
happy, and he chuckled as he stepped away from her.

The princess attacked first this time,
twirling her staff above her head and bringing it down in an attack
aimed at Byron’s shoulder. He turned his body away from her, trying
to present his profile, but he moved just a touch too slowly. The
edge of Aislynn’s staff clipped him, glancing off the bone, and
Byron gasped in pain as his left arm went numb. His hand opened,
and his quarterstaff dipped toward the ground.

“Damn it! I’m sorry, Byron. Are you
okay?”

Byron dropped the other end of his weapon,
the staff clattering to the ground. Then he used his right hand to
rub his shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Feeling’s already starting to come
back.” To prove the truth of his words, he slowly closed his left
hand into a fist and opened it, grimacing just a little.

“I guess that means you win this one,” he
commented with a smirk, looking up at her.

Aislynn bent down to retrieve Byron’s dropped
weapon, and then walked slowly across the courtyard to place both
staves back on the weapon rack. Watching, he could almost feel her
unhappiness.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Aislynn didn’t turn around as she answered
him, instead continuing to look at the weapons spread out in front
of her. She selected a practice sword, a long sword, and picked it
up to test its balance.

“You expect me to believe that? I know you
better than that.”

“Yeah, you do.”

Deciding that she liked the balance, Aislynn
finally turned around and walked back to the centre of the
courtyard. It was obvious that she wasn’t finished with her
exercises this morning, whether Byron was able to participate or
not.

“You’re not answering the question, and it’s
not just the slip of your staff,” he observed. “You can talk to me,
you know that.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything.

Confused by the sudden change in her mood,
Byron stepped away from her and took a seat on one of the benches.
If she wanted to practice, that was fine with him. He loved to
watch her dance.

Aislynn held the sword in front of her,
parallel to the ground, and when she stepped to the right, she
brought the blade swinging out to the side in a graceful,
controlled arc. Then she stepped back, bringing her left leg behind
her, and as she moved, she dipped forward, sending the blade across
in front of her, the tip barely missing the cobblestones. And so,
the dance continued.

As she moved, Byron watched her face
carefully. She was seemingly lost in concentration, attention only
on her movements, but he knew better. Aislynn danced when she
needed to think, when there was something bothering her, and she
was as aware of him as he was of her. But he let her keep her
illusions, and when she was finished, they both went to get ready
for breakfast.

 


 


“Why don’t you just move into your new suite
now?” Eryk asked Aislynn. “It would free up your current suite for
another guest, and it would be nice to have you closer.”

He and Aislynn were having a quiet breakfast
with Byron and Branden, alone except for Amanda and Mateo, and they
were in Eryk’s study in order to avoid the crowd of wedding guests.
Eryk, knowing how much the crowds were bothering the assassin, had
moved his morning meal to help make her day less stressful.

“I could, I guess,” Aislynn said slowly,
thinking it through.

What Eryk was actually thinking was that it
would be safer to have her closer. She could feel his
anxiety, and knew that the information Owen had gotten from her
attacker a few days ago was still bothering him.

The man had been more than willing to offer
up everything he knew, but his information was confusing at best
and of limited use. A non-descript man of average height and build
had hired the three men. He'd told them exactly when to be at the
castle, and exactly which route to take over which walls. He'd also
promised that the guards wouldn’t catch them, and everything had
gone according to plan. What bothered everyone was how had the man
who hired the attackers known that Aislynn would be alone in her
garden at that exact time? And how had he known that the movement
of the guards along the walls would provide the openings the thugs
needed to get in?

“Those rooms have been empty for so long,”
Eryk said wistfully, thinking about his dimly remembered mother.
She had died when Eryk was only a young child, so she had been gone
for nearly two decades.

“Let’s do it then,” Aislynn agreed, knowing
how happy it would make him. “You just need to promise that I can
bar the door that connects our suites until after the wedding.”

“I didn’t know that you were so shy,” Eryk
commented playfully. He glanced over at Branden to share a laugh
and missed the panicked glance that Aislynn threw to Byron. Amanda
noticed though, and frowned, wondering again what was going on
between the captain and the princess. For Byron, that look told him
what was bothering her. Though she’d never admit it out loud,
Aislynn was afraid.

After breakfast, Aislynn and Amanda went up
to Aislynn’s suite to pack up her things. When they arrived, they
found Stephanie in the bedroom, carefully putting Aislynn’s
personal items into a box to move to her new rooms.

“How does she do that?” Amanda asked,
glancing at Aislynn with a look of wonder on her face.

“I honestly don’t know,” Aislynn replied, a
similar look on her own face. “I have a few suspicions, but no easy
way to confirm them. Does it really matter though?”

“I guess not. Should we help her?”

“It would make the process go faster if we
did. Let’s grab some of my clothes and get them moved.”

The two women walked into Aislynn’s bedroom
and pulled some of the clothing out of the wardrobe. Leaving
Stephanie to continue her own packing, they made their way across
to the other side of the castle and Aislynn’s new suite, followed
closely by Cheta.

The princess was surprised to find that she
had been in the room before. Months ago, after Tarren's
assassination, Byron had brought the guards who had been on duty
into an empty room to berate them for being lax in their duties
that night. Aislynn had followed him to help explain what had
likely happened, and she now saw that the room Byron had brought
them into was the reception room of the queen’s suite.

Aislynn walked into the room and took a good
look around. There were two comfortable couches on either side of a
small table, and a small desk was set underneath the windows at the
back of the room and close to the fireplace. All of the furniture
was elegant and beautifully carved, and a soft fabric the color of
red wine covered the cushions.

There were three doors leaving the room. The
one on the wall to the right led to Eryk’s room, while those on the
left led to Stephanie’s room and Aislynn’s bedroom. Her bedroom
contained a large canopied bed, a deep wardrobe that was far too
large to hold her still limited supply of dresses, and a dresser.
The door tucked away in the back left corner of the bedroom led
into a nursery, and Aislynn was content to close that door
and give it no more thought.

As Cheta sniffed around, exploring her new
home, Aislynn was busy peering out windows, trying to find one that
they could potentially use to create an access to her garden, which
she could see below her. It would be wonderful to be able to escape
from one refuge directly into the other.

“It looks like you have even more space in
this room,” Amanda commented, looking around. “Who would have
thought that you’d need more space?”

Aislynn laughed. “You know as well as I do
that I don’t need more space. Perhaps we can convert the reception
room here into an exercise ring for the two of us.”

“No, I don’t think we’ll be doing that,”
Amanda commented, a look of mock terror on her face. “I’ve seen you
practice with Byron, and I’m not ready for that yet.”

“I think you’re selling yourself short,”
Aislynn said as she started back out of the door for another load
of clothing. “I’d go easy on you, I promise.”

Amanda followed along behind her charge, and
over the course of the morning, they slowly moved Aislynn into the
queen’s suite. True to her word, Aislynn barred the door that
joined her room to Eryk’s, ignoring Amanda’s speculative looks. She
wasn’t sure what her bodyguard thought was going on, but it
certainly wasn’t something that she was prepared to discuss. There
were some secrets that Aislynn was most definitely not ready to
share.

 


 


 



Chapter 20

Escorted by a group of royal guardsmen, the
king and princess made their way down to the large plateau below
the capital. Aislynn had seen the plateau used as a military
encampment, and now she got to see what it looked like as a
miniature city. There were tents of all sizes and colors spread out
along one side of the area, some temporary homes for visiting
nobility and some an impromptu market. The other side remained open
and was bordered by low wooden fences, set aside as the field for
the upcoming days of competition.

The couple left their horses in the care of a
groom they’d brought with them and then made their way slowly
through the crowd of nobility and commoners, stopping frequently to
speak with the people who approached them. The press of the crowd
made Aislynn nervous, to saying nothing of their bodyguards, and
Byron and Mateo scanned the area around them constantly. Cheta was
also continuously on the move, keeping alert for anything out of
the ordinary.

Eventually, the trumpets that heralded the
beginning of the games blew their warning. The crowd began to move
away from the tents and toward the open field, excitement driving
the noise level higher. When Aislynn and Eryk finally broke free of
the press of people, they found themselves right up against the
fence, and across the field from where they needed to be.

For security, Byron had set up the viewing
platform away from the tent city. It was about halfway down the
open field and covered by a bright red and yellow cloth. That was
where Eryk and Aislynn would watch the games with the delegates
from their allied kingdoms here for the wedding. When they built
the platform initially, it had been on the same side of the field
as the tents, but Byron had put a stop to that immediately. He felt
that it would be incredibly unwise to have the chaos of the tents
at their backs, and so they moved the platform.

When Aislynn was sitting, Eryk comfortably
beside her, Byron approached the pair and passed two small bags and
some pieces of cloth to Aislynn.

“What are these for?”

“The bags contain the gold for the winners,”
Eryk told her. “It’s your tournament, so it’s you who gets to hand
out the prizes.”

“And these?” Aislynn picked up a square of
red satin, embroidered with the eagle-in-flight symbol of Bacovia
in gold thread.

“Those are your favors. When each event
starts, some of the participants will likely present themselves,
seeking your favor. If you see someone you like, someone you want
to encourage, you give them one of those squares, which they will
keep with them during the contest.”

“Do I have to pick someone for every
event? I don’t know anybody participating in some of the
challenges.”

Eryk shook his head and laughed. “No, you
don’t have to pick someone. Just try to let them down easy
though.”

Aislynn was still thoroughly confused by the
whole concept, but this was her very first tournament. She figured
that she should have at least a little time to figure out all of
the rules before she started bestowing favors and such.

The trumpets sounded again, causing the crowd
to hush expectantly. All eyes turned to the field in front of them,
and the armed and armored warriors who walked onto the field to
line up in front of the platform where the royal couple sat. The
warriors were as varied as the kingdoms they represented, some
arrayed in full armor and others unarmored, but most somewhere
in-between. The herald stepped to the front of the platform, his
body angled so that his voice would reach as many of the spectators
as possible, and he took a deep breath.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the first
day of the wedding festivities! The winner of each event will
receive a small bag of gold as a prize, and will also get five
points. The second and third place participants in each event will
receive three points and one point, respectively. At the end of the
tournament, the participant with the highest number of points will
be declared the overall champion, and will be awarded a small keep
and the lands that go with it.” The herald paused, letting the
enormity of the prize sink in with the crowd. For some of the
people eagerly waiting for the tournament to start, this would
likely be their only chance to own land.

“Today, we will be holding the two
armed-combat events, beginning with the grand melee. Warriors, seek
your favors and then take your positions.”

A number of the warriors standing in the mass
of people on the field surged toward the stands, about half
approaching the viewing platform where Aislynn sat with the
representatives of the various surrounding kingdoms. The princess
scanned the crowd for one person in particular, her red hair making
her easy to identify, and Aislynn met Amanda’s gaze with a smile.
Choosing her champion for today would be easy, and she passed one
of the satin clothes to her bodyguard once Amanda was close enough
to accept it. Amanda tucked the piece of cloth under a strap in her
armor and turned away from the platform, while from his position
behind the princess, Byron chuckled.

“What?” Aislynn demanded, looking back over
her shoulder. “It’s no secret that I backed her application to the
guard, and since neither you nor I get to play, I figure she’s a
good bet.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Byron commented with
a smile.

“You didn’t need to,” Eryk spoke up with a
smile of his own. Aislynn looked at the gentlemen, confused, but
neither enlightened her.

As the warriors made their way back toward
the centre of the field, the herald stepped up to the platform.
Putting a trumpet to his lips, he blew the long note that signaled
the beginning of the challenge, and the combatants charged toward
each other.

 


 


Amanda dashed into combat, her practice sword
held ready in front of her. She slashed sideways at the first
opponent she came across, taking him out at the knees and knocking
him to the ground. The goal was to be the last one standing, and
you didn’t have to “kill” your opponents to accomplish that
goal.

Amanda was immediately grateful for the big
melee battles that Owen often organized for the guards. She found
the chaos of this grand melee familiar, and oddly soothing in its
normalcy. She’d had a lot of experience with this type of combat
since she’d joined the guard, and she waded through the competitors
near her without a lot of difficulty. The first twenty minutes of
the combat eliminated approximately half of the warriors, and then
things began to get interesting.

It quickly became apparent that carrying
Aislynn’s favor was a dangerous thing. As three opponents advanced
toward Amanda at once, while everyone else was pairing off, she
suddenly realized that it made her a target. The others seemed to
think that if the queen-to-be was willing to back her, she must be
good enough to be worth it, and they planned to find out. With a
grimace, and a silent vow to have a word with her charge when this
was all over, Amanda set her feet and braced herself for the
onslaught.

The lieutenant didn’t intend to let her
approaching opponents flank her, and she took a few quick steps to
the right, swinging her sword across in front of her as she moved.
Once she was within striking distance, she stepped forward with her
right foot, turning her body as she brought her hand up to her left
shoulder. Then Amanda brought the weapon slashing down, aiming for
the first man’s waist.
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