
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


An Ally by Surprise



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      AN ALLY BY SURPRISE

    

    
      First edition. May 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 J.S. Mawdsley.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231054664

    

    
    
      Written by J.S. Mawdsley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by J.S. Mawdsley

	    

      
	    
          
	      Of Duty and Silver

          
        
          
	          The Queen's Tower

          
        
          
	          For Her Own Good

          
        
          
	          Royal Obligation

          
        
          
	          Reunion Vale

          
        
          
	          The Last Bright Angel

          
        
          
	          Of Duty and Silver: The Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Reign of the Eagle

          
        
          
	          Black Eagle Rising

          
        
          
	          Siege of Kings

          
        
          
	          Unspeakably Wooed

          
        
          
	          When You Are King

          
        
          
	          Old Habits Die Hard

          
        
          
	          A Troubled Peace

          
        
          
	          Reign of the Eagle: Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Moiriad

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Born

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Made

          
        
          
	          A Sorceress Abroad

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Years of Exile

          
        
          
	          Called to Account

          
        
          
	          A Tincture of Silver

          
        
          
	          An Ally by Surprise

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          A Fatal Humor

          
        
          
	          One False Step: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Above His Station: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Every Count Votes

          
        
          
	          A Fine Distinction: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Changing of the Guard: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Metal of Victory

          
        
          
	          The Web in the Palace: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Gilding the Lily: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Night Nothing Happened: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          A Glass of Sand and Stars

          
        
          
	          The Romance of the Viscount: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          The Consolation Prize: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Red Sand Girl

          
        
          
	          The Art of the Future: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Girls' Night Out: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Disaster: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          An Easy Mistake: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
          
	          Those Left Behind: And Other Stories of Myrcia

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at J.S. Mawdsley’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Map

[image: ]




Myrcia and the Northern Trahernian Lands

[image: A map of a city

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




July, 367-May, 368 M.E.

The campfires still smoldered. A pan of bacon sizzled away, and a pot of coffee steamed into the humid morning air. Sir Rodney Sigor looked around at the shredded tents—bits of canvas on broken poles, hanging limp in the shade of the trees. One of the bandits lay face down next to the nearest fire. Keeping an arrow nocked, Rodney approached, kicked the man lightly on the shoulder, and rolled him over. His face had been slashed open, and there was the broken end of an arrow shaft in his gut. 

“This one’s dead,” he called out.

“I think they all are,” young King Edwin replied, riding back up the hill. Captain General Lord William Trevelyan and Lord Stanley Barras came with him. 

William went to the fire and started pouring cups of coffee from the dead bandit’s pot. All of them felt ready to fall over, they were so tired. They had been fighting a running battle for two days now, and the bandits had foolishly left a trail straight to their camp. 

More troops returned now. Some were knights of Edwin’s retinue, like Rodney. Others were foot soldiers in the service of Lord Stanley Barras’s father, the Duke of Pinshire. 

“I don’t see the girls anywhere,” Stanley said. 

“We’ll keep going,” the king assured him. “We’ll go all the way to Shangia if we have to.” 

Stanley took a deep breath and nodded. 

Lord Aldwin Dryhten rode up, muttering curses under his breath. He jumped down and tugged off his helmet, revealing a head of thick brown hair and a mustache dripping with sweat. “It’s no good,” he said, coming over to take a cup from William. “Some of the bastards got away. I’m pretty sure Sir Halvor is among them.” 

“Well, fuck,” said Edwin. 

“Shit,” agreed Stanley. 

The officers stood around, drinking coffee in silence and trying to ignore the rising heat. Rodney was about to suggest that perhaps his majesty would like to have his squire come up and help him out of his armor, when a shout echoed through the woods. 

“Over here! Someone’s been hurt! It’s a pair of ladies.” 

“Ladies?” Stanley tossed his coffee aside and sprinted in that direction. Rodney followed, and in moments, the other officers were running, too. 

They came to a little canyon, where the forest floor suddenly dropped away in a sheer cliff twenty feet high. Soldiers had already found a way around and down to the bank of the stream below. Rodney stopped at the edge and looked down. 

Two women were lying there. Both were blonde and had on bright silk dresses that had been smeared with dirt and grime. One lay still—terribly still—while the other sprawled next to her, struggling to rise and weeping. 

Stanley let out an agonized cry and half-ran, half scrambled down to them, pushing aside soldiers in his haste. Rodney, following behind with the other officers, saw Stanley fall to his knees by the motionless woman and then throw his head back in a howl of pain. 

“It’s Beatrice,” said King Edwin softly, as they all stopped, trying to keep a respectful distance. “It’s his sister.”

Lord Aldwin paused for only a moment. He passed by Stanley, who was now cradling the body of his elder sister in his arms, and he put his cloak over the other girl. 

“Are you alright?” he asked, kneeling and giving her his water skin. 

The girl was Henrietta Kirkenwell, best friend and traveling companion of the unfortunate Lady Beatrice. Everyone knew her, and Rodney had spoken to her a few times at parties. But at this moment, with her face covered in dirt, and her eyes streaming with tears, and her hair coming down in long, lank strands, he would hardly have recognized her. 

Lord Aldwin easily lifted the girl and took her over near the riverbank, where he gently washed her face and calmed her. Edwin sat with Stanley, who was almost inconsolable. 

“What am I going to tell mother?” he cried. “What about Meredith and Roberta?” Those were his other two sisters. Then he crumpled in on himself. “What will I tell her husband? Her son isn’t even old enough to remember her.” 

“It’s not your fault,” said the king. 

It took nearly an hour before Henrietta felt well enough to tell them what had happened. Apparently, Sir Halvor Ingridsson, the notorious rebel captain who had sided with the Gramirens against King Edwin Sigor during the recent civil war then turned bandit, had been planning to take them across the border soon. The meeting with the pursuing forces of King Edwin had been a complete accident, and the battle had been a mistake. Sir Halvor only wanted to ransom the ladies; he hadn’t wanted to hurt them at all. 

She didn’t remember how she and Beatrice had fallen over the cliff. Stanley, bitter and furious, wanted to believe the bandits had taken them there and pushed them deliberately. But it was also possible the ladies had been running away in the confusion of the predawn battle, and had fallen by accident. 

Henrietta had struck her head when she fell. She remembered waking up in a dark tent with shouts and fighting all around. Then she remembered lying in pain and seeing Beatrice with her face white and her neck broken. Between those two events was a complete blank, and though it frustrated Stanley not to know how his sister had died, Rodney thought it was probably a mercy for everyone that Henrietta didn’t remember. 

“The thing to keep in mind,” Edwin said, “is that they shouldn’t have been here to begin with. This is all Sir Halvor’s fault. It’s all the Gramirens’ fault.” 

William and Rodney went to organize a stretcher party to get Henrietta and the body of poor Lady Beatrice up the hill. 

As the soldiers worked, a knight came over. “Sirs, my men found something I think you’d better see.” 

They followed the knight back to the ruined campsite, where a group of pikemen and archers stood around one of the tents, whispering together in hushed, amazed voices. The knight told them to stand aside, and William and Rodney went in to find a pair of flat wooden crates, one of which had already been pried open. Inside were ingots of glistening silver, each one the size of a man’s hand. 

William picked one up, let out a low whistle, and handed it to Rodney. A crude image of a running horse had been stamped on the top. 

“Loshadnarod,” Rodney said. “They’re paying the bandits now.” 

King Edwin was a little more cautious when he saw the silver bars. “We can’t say for sure that the Loshadnarodskis gave these to Sir Halvor. He might well have stolen them somewhere.” 

“But the Gramiren pretender is taking refuge at the Loshadnarodski court,” William reminded him. 

“And we are still technically at war with them,” Rodney pointed out. 

“One war at a time, gentlemen,” sighed the young king. “Now let’s move out. We’ve got to take Beatrice back to her family in Pinburg. And then we’re going home. If Sir Halvor escaped from here, he’s on the far side of the border now, and we can’t touch him.” 

They rode slowly. Pinburg was not far away, and everyone was worried about Henrietta’s health. Lord Aldwin in particular paid great attention to her comfort, bringing her water and wine and checking that she had all the pillows she needed in the cart where she was riding. It was charming to see the huge, hulking nobleman, with his fierce mustache and his bulging muscles, carefully arranging bolsters and blankets for the delicate young lady. 

Several times, Rodney caught the eyes of Edwin or William or the other officers, and they shared a quiet grin over Lord Aldwin’s behavior. And Henrietta’s, too. She got noticeably agitated if Aldwin was away from her for too long, and she brightened up visibly whenever he came by to visit her. 

“It’s all perfectly innocent, of course,” Edwin said one evening in camp. “Clearly there’s nothing serious between them.” 

“Why not?” William asked. 

“Well...,” the king’s face reddened a bit. “Well, I mean, he’s the heir to the Duchy of Leornian, and she’s...um...who’s her father, again?” 

“Baron Kirkenwell,” Stanley said. 

“Oh, yes.” Edwin nodded. “Good fellow. Lovely family.” Then he quickly changed the subject, lest anyone accuse him of insulting the Kirkenwells. 

Rodney felt pretty sure King Edwin was right, though. There probably wasn’t a romance blossoming. And yet, sometimes when Lord Aldwin was standing around camp, talking to other men or giving orders to his troops, Rodney would see Henrietta watching him with a look of complete and utter devotion. 

He pointed this out to William one evening as they watered their horses at a forest stream. “I know it’s probably nothing—she’s taken with him because he was nice to her back at the bandit camp. But I hope someday a girl looks at me that way.” 

William scratched at his long, stubbly chin. “Don’t be in too much of a hurry.” As he never hesitated to point out, he had a good deal more experience of the world than Rodney had. Particularly where women were concerned. And some of that experience had been rather unpleasant. Rodney did not hold it against him, of course. Everyone understood that while Princess Alice was a perfectly nice girl, she and William were utterly ill-suited. But King Edwin needed a competent captain general, and Myrcian tradition dictated the man in that position be a member of the royal family, so that meant the king’s sister came with the job. 

“I guess I’m not really in a hurry,” Rodney said thoughtfully. “But it would be nice to think there’s a girl somewhere who might notice me.” 

“You’re a knight of the king’s personal guard,” William said. “You’re a Gentleman of the Bedchamber. You’re a Sigor and a cousin of the king.”

“Second cousin once removed.” 

“That’s still a cousin. You’re the bravest man in the army—”

“Oh, bullshit.” 

“It’s true. That’s what the king says, anyway. I can’t imagine there’s a girl at court who wouldn’t be thrilled if you turned your eyes her way.” 

“Sadly, I don’t think the girls at court fall in love just because the king happens to like a fellow.” The words were out of his mouth before he realized what he had said. He felt the burn rising in his cheeks. “Um...sorry, William. That came out wrong.” 

William nodded glumly, then, after a second, he burst out laughing. “It’s not like what you said isn’t true. I know that better than anyone.” 

A voice hailed them from back up the hill, in the direction of camp. “Sir Rodney! Lord Trevelyan! The king is calling a council, and he requests your presence.” 

William patted Rodney on the back and went over to collect his horse from the stream. “Come on. We’d better get back to camp. Who knows? Maybe we’ll come upon more frightened girls in the woods, and you can have one of your own.” 
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The carriage jolted from side to side. “Shockingly bad roads here,” Julius said, pushing Jennifer up against the padded bench. 

“Maybe you’ll have to do something about it,” she said, grinning as she pulled the laces of his trousers open. 

He spun her around and pressed her, face-first, against the back of the seat. He didn’t bother taking her dress off, and she didn’t care. She had a dozen new dresses, and if one or two of them got mussed, then so what? She wanted him now, and frankly she wouldn’t have cared if he had torn her clothes to shreds. In moments, she felt him tugging away her underclothes. Soon his fingers were only just teasing her, blast it all, and at length she had to take matters into her own hands, quite literally. 

They came within seconds of each other, and then they collapsed onto the seat together, sweating and panting. Only now, after they were finished, did they bother removing their clothes. 

“It’s too blasted hot for pants,” Julius said. 

“Oh, I completely agree.” She turned her back toward him. “Unlace me, will you? It’s too hot for a bodice this tight.” 

They cracked one of the windows slightly and enjoyed the breeze on their glistening skin. Jennifer turned to Julius and whispered, “I love being married.” 

“Me, too,” he said. 

“Say it again. My name, I mean.” 

“Ginevra Ferrara Maria,” he said, trilling the Rs in his marvelous way. 

She loved her new Immani name, even if, under Myrcian law, she couldn’t actually use it. She was her father’s heir, and thanks to some ancient Kenedalic custom, which had been adopted into the Rawdonian legal code, and then into Myrcian common law, she would be Jennifer Stansted for her whole life. Or at least until her father passed away, at which point she would be Jennifer, Countess of Stansted in her own right. She had known that for as long as she could remember, and she had never given much thought to the fact that she wouldn’t be able to take her husband’s name when she married. It had never seemed like a problem. 

But now it bothered her a little, even though Julius Ferrarus Marius, her new husband, said he didn’t care. So, she kept her new name like a private little talisman—a secret mark only the two of them could see, which proved she belonged to him. 

She loved him, and she loved having sex with him. The fact they were married now meant she didn’t have to feel bad that she hadn’t waited until she was married. She had always assumed she would, because for virtually her entire life, Jennifer had thought of herself as a very good girl. Some boys had thought differently, because they thought her outgoing, teasing personality meant she was flirting with them, and because they equated fiery red hair and a large bust with easy morals. Jennifer had quickly disabused them of those ideas. 

Then she had met Julius and somehow everything had changed. But that was alright, because now they were married, and she wasn’t breaking the rules anymore. She didn’t have to feel bad about what they’d done back at the army camp where they’d met. She didn’t have to feel bad about how she had ended up with him, either. But sometimes she still did. 

When those moments of moral reflection came over her, she banished them by throwing herself into his lap and thinking, “It doesn’t matter. We’re married now.” 

The carriage stopped for lunch, and the driver stayed discreetly out of sight as they walked down to a little wooded glade for a picnic. He was used to their ways by now, and he occasionally muttered that he had “seen and heard too much.” 

When they had made love yet again, they settled down to eat. “What were we talking about earlier?” Julius asked. “Before we...got distracted, I mean.” 

“The annulment for Alice!” Jennifer cried. “You promised that you would help.” 

Julius, in addition to being smart and devastatingly handsome, was also the son of a legate and had become a very important prefect in the Immani intelligence service. Jennifer believed he could do just about anything, and that included getting her best friend, Princess Alice, out of her unfortunate marriage. 

“I will do my best,” he said, “but we’ll need to be patient. No one at court knows me yet, and—”

“Oh, everyone will love you! I know they will.” 

“H’m...perhaps. But her husband, Lord Trevelyan, is on the privy council, right? And of course he’s the king’s brother-in-law, and—”

“Not for long,” Jennifer said, with a little giggle. 

“Just be patient,” he said again. 

“I’m not very good at being patient,” she said. 

He grinned wolfishly at her. “Trust me. I’ve noticed.” Then he pushed her down on the blanket. 

It took them the better part of a day to go the last five miles to her home. She just couldn’t stop herself from constantly halting the carriage to point out the stream where she had learned how to fish, or the fence where she had fallen off a horse, or the remnants of the tree fort she had built when she was much younger. 

At last they arrived at Stansted Castle. It was a strange mix of every architectural fad of the last millennium, because it had fallen into ruin and been restored and fallen apart again more times than anyone could count. The Stansteds had been lords of this corner of Newshire forever, since the early days of the Principality, and probably even farther back, into the time before there were kings or princes. 

Jennifer wasn’t expecting much of a greeting. Her father, the earl, was at court. And that suited her fine. Jennifer still felt nervous about how he would greet his new son-in-law. Plus, she still wanted to be alone with Julius whenever possible. 

To her surprise, however, there was someone waiting on the front steps—a petite young woman with red hair tied up under a wide felt hat, a man’s tunic, and baggy Loshadnarodski riding trousers. It was Heleth, an Emissaria, or messenger girl, of Immani intelligence. 

She had worked for Julius at his old job, and she was still working for him, though in a slightly less official capacity. Jennifer had asked Julius about this, a few days before their wedding. He hadn’t explained exactly what his position would be now, but he assured her it would no longer involve the war in Teralia, where they had met. 

“Don’t worry,” he had told her. “It’s nothing terribly strenuous. I’m doing a little consulting on the side.” 

Heleth had so far resisted every attempt by Jennifer to be friends. It was one of the few dark spots on her married life, in fact. The girl kept turning up like a raincloud at a picnic, making everything tense and gloomy for a few minutes. 

Jennifer decided to give it another shot. This was her home, after all, and it was her job to be a polite hostess. “Could I get you anything?” 

The girl’s pretty little face contorted in a sneer. “No thank you.” 

Jennifer recoiled as if she’d been slapped. 

But if Julius noticed the girl’s tone, he gave no sign of it. “Had a chance to look around the place while you were waiting?” he asked her. 

“Yes. It’s always interesting to watch people working on a big estate like this.” Heleth crossed her arms. “All those people sweating out in the hot sun today. It’s amazing how some people’s happiness is purchased at the price of other people’s misery.” Her eyes narrowed as she turned to Jennifer. 

“Exploring radical politics?” chuckled Julius. “That’s a new hobby for you, Heleth.” 

Jennifer knew the girl’s barb wasn’t political at all. It was aimed straight at her, and had nothing to do with how Jennifer’s family made their money or how they treated their farmhands. It was a reference to how Jennifer had ended up with Julius—the one part of her marriage that still troubled her conscience. 

“Well, darling,” said Julius, turning back to Jennifer. “Mind if we go in?” 

Of course she didn’t. He picked her up and carried her—not merely up the steps and over the threshold, but through the great hall and back up to the family apartments. In the blue parlor, he finally set her down on the huge, overstuffed settee—the one she used to jump on when she was little. She almost forgot herself and pulled him down on top of her, but then Heleth wandered right in, looking around with a critical air. 

“Now, let’s go through these messages,” Julius said, pulling over a little writing desk. He tore open the letters one by one, scanning their coded text, and then writing quick replies in the same code, entirely off the top of his head, with no need for a code book. 

“Is there anything for me?” Jennifer asked, smiling at Heleth. 

“No,” said the girl, with vindictive pleasure. 

Since the wedding, Jennifer had been writing to her friends at court. Writing about her marriage, writing to build support for Alice’s annulment. She had written three letters now to Queen Rohesia, Alice’s mother, and five to King Edwin, Alice’s brother. Growing up, she had spent so much time with Alice’s family that Queen Rohesia and King Edwin felt as much like family to her as her own father. 

Unfortunately, none of them had written back. She couldn’t really blame them for that, considering that whole issue where she had encouraged Alice to leave her husband while the two of them ran off and joined a mercenary company to fight in the Teralian war. Still, she did hope they would all be friends again sometime soon. 

“Here’s a very interesting message,” Heleth said, flourishing a paper that was larger than the others and written in plain Immani text, rather than code. 

“Just put it on the pile there,” Julius said, a bit distractedly, as he wrote another reply. 

Instead, Heleth cleared her throat and read aloud: 


His Imperial Majesty Tullius Papirius Ursicanus wishes to recognize the tremendous contributions of Legate Servius Lepidus Faustinus on the occasion of the legate’s retirement from his position as official Court Sorcerer. He is hereby awarded the Order of Horatius, First Class, as well as the Silver Laurel for Merit. The legate has expressed a wish to travel to the far east, and to study meditation, medicine, and the magy of the ancient Shangian kings. He reports that he plans to remain there for at least a century. 



Julius set his pen down carefully and looked up. “Well, Heleth? Is there some comment you wish to make on this news?” 

“No, sir,” she said with a smirk. “I found it interesting, that’s all. Don’t you think it’s interesting, Lady Stansted?” 

Jennifer shrugged. “I suppose so. Faustinus was awfully famous. He’s the one who dragged Myrcia into the war against Loshadnarod. I wonder if the people at court know about this. Maybe I should write them a letter.” 

“If you want them to actually read it, instead of throwing it in the fire,” said Heleth, “then I wouldn’t put your name on it.” 

Heleth left with the messages a few minutes later, and it was like the sun had come out from behind a cloud. Julius tore Jennifer’s clothes off, and he pounded her on the settee like a hammer on an anvil. 

The weekend passed in this delirious fashion, but on Monday, a servant came into Jennifer’s solar after breakfast to announce a visitor. It was Lady Lilianne Sigor, daughter of the Duke of Newshire. She was a cousin of the king, and she had been at school at the same time Alice and Jennifer had been there. 

“Oh, Jennifer, dear!” she cried, running up and kissing the air by Jennifer’s cheek. “It’s been so long, and I’m so glad you’re back.” 

That was a bit more enthusiasm than Jennifer had expected, but she didn’t have a surplus of friends at the moment, so she was more than happy to sit down and answer all Lilianne’s questions about her marriage. Jennifer didn’t tell everything—she left out the most exciting parts, in fact. But she told enough that Lilianne was entranced by the story. 

“It’s so romantic that you met at an army camp,” Lilianne sighed. “I still can’t believe you and Alice ran off to be mercenaries. That’s like something out of an Annenstruker novel.”

“It is, a bit,” laughed Jennifer. “Sometimes, I can’t believe it really happened to me, either.” She poured them more tea. “Now you have to tell me all about what’s happening at court.” 

“Of course, the main thing is poor Lady Beatrice Poderburg,” said Lilianne, suddenly somber. “She was killed by bandits. Everyone feels just awful for the Barras family and her husband. You did know she’d just had a little boy, too?” 

“Those poor people,” said Jennifer. “I should write to Roberta immediately.” Roberta Barras, Lady Beatrice’s younger sister, had been at school with them, as well. And in fact, she had been considerably closer to Jennifer and Alice than Lilianne had been. 

“It’s so awful the way the war keeps going on,” said Lilianne. “The Gramirens won’t give up. They’re at the Loshadnarodski court, and people are saying they’ll get the Loshadnarodski king to start attacking us again. It never ends.” 

The conversation drifted back to Jennifer’s adventures as a mercenary, fighting for the Immani army in their conquest of Teralia—a completely different war, hundreds of miles away. Jennifer told Lilianne how she and Alice had been captured and held in a castle by a handsome, if rather unpleasant, Teralian prince. She told how she had escaped, and then Alice had been rescued by Julius and the whole Immani army when they stormed the castle. She didn’t tell how Alice had fallen in love with the prince, of course. There was no need to spread stories like that around. 

“So, Alice is still in the Empire now?” Lilianne asked. 

“Yes. She has her own little estate.” Jennifer didn’t mention that Alice was now, like Julius, a kind of part-time employee of the Immani intelligence service, running a safe house for messengers like Heleth. 

Lilianne started to tremble. “Is it...is it true you and Julius are trying to get Alice’s marriage annulled?” 

“Yes. Why?” 

“Oh, no reason,” said Lilianne quickly. “I’d hate to think she’s trapped in a miserable marriage, that’s all.” 

Jennifer knew that was a lie, but she didn’t press the point. Lilianne clearly still loved William Trevelyan. Jennifer wanted Alice’s marriage to be annulled almost as much for Lilianne’s sake as Alice’s. 

The rain had stopped, so she took Lilianne out for a walk in the garden. All the poppies were in bloom, and the lilacs down by the fountain were almost indecently purple. At the little arched footbridge over the stream, they spotted Julius returning from a morning ride. He’d been caught in the rain, but he looked magnificent with his hair dripping and his white shirt hanging open and clinging to his torso. 

“He is very handsome,” Lilianne said with a chuckle. 

“Very,” said Jennifer. She wanted to run to meet him, but there was one last question she needed to ask her old school friend. “Be honest with me: what kind of reception will we get if Julius and I go to court?” 

“Well...,” Lilianne winced slightly. “King Edwin is still very angry, but I think he’d be inclined to forgive you. But Queen Irena and Queen Rohesia....” Lilianne shrugged. “It might take some time. Try to be patient.” 

“That’s what everyone tells me,” Jennifer sighed. “I wish it were that simple.” 
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No one knew how the lady had died. Or if they did know, they weren’t telling. The raiding Polk had been forced to leave the rebel column so quickly when King Edwin’s troops attacked, it was hardly surprising that no one knew for sure. But Ivan and Pyotr had seen the body as they raced to the rendezvous point, and they had told everyone about it. 

At their first night around a real campfire, after getting safely over the border again, Ivan told how there had been two women at the base of the cliff, both with bright blonde hair. “One was crying, and I wish I could have stopped to help her. The other’s neck was bent badly; I knew she was dead.” 

“Who were they?” Natasha, one of the other riders, asked. 

“The woman who died was Lady Beatrice, the daughter of the Duke of Pinshire,” said their leader, Polkovnik Zinoviy. He bowed his head. “May she find Earstien’s Light.” 

There were murmurs of agreement from around the fire. 

For the rest of the journey, Princess Tomislava Krupin couldn’t get the dead woman out of her mind. It must have been an accident. But what if it wasn’t? What if the Gramiren rebels had killed the woman out of spite, because her father supported the Sigor king, Edwin? 

Tomislava and her comrades had been helping the rebels. And they’d been doing it on the orders of her father, King Vadik. He had approved this mission and had ordered his most elite scouts, the legendary Serebro Polk, to carry it out. But their brave allies in Myrcia were nothing more than bandits. And the “resistance leader,” Sir Halvor Ingridsson, was a monster. Tomislava felt sick as she remembered the way the man had leered at her and at the other female riders in the Polk. 

“What if the Sigor troops find the silver we gave Sir Halvor?” Natasha wondered aloud. 

There was some uneasy muttering at that thought. 

“Let us hope Sir Halvor had the sense to take it with him,” said the polkovnik gravely. 

Tomislava’s country and Myrcia had been at war since four years before she was born. Lately, with two branches of the Myrcian royal family fighting a civil war against each other, they had been too distracted to try invading Loshadnarod again. But surely the Sigors still coveted Loshadnarodski silver, and the death of this poor woman would give the young King Edwin the perfect excuse to invade, if he could find a way to blame it on Tomislava and her comrades. 

“Dear Earstien,” she prayed that night in her bedroll, “please comfort the dead woman’s family. And please keep King Edwin from blaming us for her death.” 

She kept thinking of the late Lady Beatrice over the next few weeks, as they rode through wooded gorges and over high, windswept hills. Tomislava wondered if there was something they should do to atone for the woman’s death, but it hadn’t been their fault. And if it wasn’t their fault, there should be no reason to atone. Even so, Tomislava felt guilty, and she wasn’t looking forward to telling her father what had happened. 

They found the royal camp in the middle of a pounding August thunderstorm. Everyone was huddled inside their tents, except the royal guards at the entrance to the royal enclosure. They bowed to Tomislava and to Polkovnik Zinoviy, who was a cousin of hers and a member of the Krupin clan. 

The big royal tent was a sprawling pavilion with wings coming off the sides and back, and a big central room where the king could receive visitors. It was also where the court gathered to talk and work and gossip and listen to music. 

When Tomislava entered, the first thing she saw was her mother, Queen Agnessa, huddled over a book-covered table with Leonas Kaur, the Posolsky Dyak, or chief of diplomacy. At another time, Tomislava might have been interested in why the two of them were talking together. The queen didn’t really like Leonas very much—one of the many things about which she and Tomislava disagreed. 

Off to the other side, her father, King Vadik, sat on cushions chatting happily with Broderick Gramiren, the pretender to the throne of Myrcia, and his wife, Therese. The two kings seemed to be in the middle of narrating their latest hunt to Queen Therese, who had missed the excitement after having a baby—her third. 

The king looked around and spotted his daughter and the polkovnik. “Ah, here we are again! Home in triumph, I trust.” He strode over to give Tomislava a kiss. “Tomya, darling. How good to see you.” 

“We are home,” the polkovnik said, “but we have grave news.” He then related the story of Lady Beatrice’s death, though he stressed that no one knew precisely how it had happened. 

Queen Therese let out an anguished cry and started dabbing tears from her eyes. “Oh, poor Beatrice. She was two years behind me at Atherton, but I certainly remember her. Oh, that poor girl. I must write a letter of condolence. Perhaps we can get the Sahasran ambassador to deliver it for us.” 
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