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            The Queen’s Hidden Legacy

          

        

      

    

    
      A queen’s last wish… and a fairy’s most dangerous mission.

      Palace fairy Morag has served the royal family of Glenmoor for generations. But an injury has left her wing weak and her magic unreliable—just when the dying queen entrusts her with the kingdom’s most precious secret. With vicious kelpies besieging the castle and treason poisoning the court, Queen Cadha’s newborn twins are in mortal danger.

      To save the infant prince and princess, Morag must orchestrate a perilous escape. Relying on ancient secrets and a handful of unlikely allies, she has to navigate a world of dark water magic and courtly intrigue. Can one flawed fairy protect the queen's legacy before it’s too late?

      

      Uncover the hidden beginnings of Rise of the Kelpies in this poignant prequel—where a palace fairy’s quiet courage must defy a king’s shadow and a river’s deadly magic.

      

      Books in the River Kelpie Series:

      The Queen’s Hidden Legacy

      Rise of the Kelpies

      Reign of the Kelpies
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            Author Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I never planned to write a prequel for the River Kelpie Series. But after Rise of the Kelpies came out, I realized that I needed more details about the history of the Kelpie Wars, at least as far as they pertained to this particular king and queen before I wrote the sequel. So, I went backward to go forward and decided to take you along for the ride.

      Because the series has some big twists and turns, the order you read will affect your expectations and give a spoiler or two. So if you like to read in publication order, start with Rise of the Kelpies. If you like story order, start with this prequel.
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        * * *

      

      PRONUNCIATION GUIDE: If you’re wondering about how to pronounce the King and Queen’s names, know that Queen Cadha has a tricky name as it is an old name and not often used today. As best I could determine, the traditional pronunciation is Ka-ya but modern pronunciation guides incude Ka-dha or Kay-da. In my head, I say Ka-dha. King Seamus is pronounced SHAY-mus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is set in a land inspired by Celtic folklore. Characters use vocabulary such as:

      • Aye for yes

      • Nae for no

      • didnae for did not (past tense)

      • dinnae for do not (present tense)

      • cannae for can not

      • wasnae for was not

      • mustnae for must not

      (Seeing the pattern?)

      • bairns for babies and young children

      • braw: good, fine

      • burn: creek

      • holloway: a sunken lane

      • ye ken for you know

      • och as an interjection, like “Oh!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Queen Cadha

          

        

      

    

    
      Morag flew through the drafty stone corridor of the royal quarters, humming a tune to hide the irritation she was feeling. She smoothed the annoyance from her face as she chased down the royal nanny. The woman held one ten-day-old baby in each arm, the twins freshly bathed, ready for sleep. The nanny knew Morag was behind her, but she bustled along anyway, gleeful that she could outpace a palace fairy, even if the fairy had an injured wing.

      When the nanny had to pause and open the queen’s sitting-room door, Morag caught up to her.

      “Why hello, sunshine and starlight.” Morag forced her way past the nanny’s protective stance, extending her hands for the wee prince and princess to grasp. “Have you been fair goodly ones for your mother today?”

      The nanny frowned and pulled the twins away from Morag. “The princess has a right set of lungs on her. We all tried to keep the queen from hearing too much during her daily rest, but you know how she is.”

      Morag straightened to her full height, as tall as the nanny’s waist, and followed the crotchety woman through the sitting room, still trying to attract the babies’ attention. She beamed when the prince squeezed her finger, however accidentally at his age. “Och, he’s a braw lad, this one. We could call him Fergus. A strong name like that and no one will tease him about his unfortunate birthmark.” Although longer hair would also take care of that.

      The warmth of the room struck Morag as she entered the queen’s bedroom. A young attendant carefully stoked the glowing peat fire on the hearth. The fire served to ward off the autumn chill and warm the ailing queen, but it left a strong earthy scent hanging in the air.

      The tapestries covering the stone walls here were softer and more delicate than those in the corridors, telling tales of love rather than battle. Near the window, a special floor-to-ceiling tapestry of a regal unicorn standing proudly and unchallenged dominated the room.

      Heavy drapes in a deep evergreen fabric framed the window looking out over the low, setting sun. The queen’s four-poster bed, a grand structure of carved mahogany, centered the room, its hangings embroidered with the royal crest and trimmed with thick braided cord. A large oak cradle waited at the foot of the bed, lined with soft linens and a gossamer veil to protect the infants from drafts. Not that they spent much time sequestered there, as the queen preferred the twins at her side.

      Morag broke away from the overprotective nanny and stood near the cradle. “Cadha, you should call the lad Callum. And then the lass can be Cara. Peace and friendship. And your names would alliterate.”

      The weary queen finished brushing the ends of her long auburn hair before placing her silver brush on the bedside table. She pushed herself up, leaning against the plush headboard as she readied herself to hold her babies. She set her blue eyes firmly on Morag. “Nae, Morag, you’ll not hear their names from me. Not until their naming ceremony. What would the king say?” She took several shallow breaths before reaching for her twins. “It’ll be soon enough, and you and the entire kingdom will learn their names.”

      “As you wish. But if you don’t mind me suggesting, Ian and Iona are nice names as well. Would be lovely for twins, both acknowledging divine blessing.”

      Cadha ignored Morag and kissed each little head. “And how did the day go today?”

      Undaunted that her suggestions were rebuffed, Morag pivoted to give her account. “The rivermen are busy as ever upstream on the secret project your husband has them on. But the watchmen saw several kelpies in the water, prowling about near the bridge. They’ve added more guards to the patrols to watch for those water horses.”

      The nanny shot Morag a withering look before she spoke sharply. “Enough of that. Let the queen focus on getting her strength back. I want no more relapses of that lung disease.” With a practiced motion, she adjusted the thick blankets around Cadha, tucking them in with care that spoke of a deep, if stoic, affection.

      Cadha and Morag exchanged a look over the nanny’s head. The woman muttered as she flitted about the room tidying what didn’t need to be tidied. She hovered near the queen’s vanity, straightening creams and perfumes that the queen hadn’t used in months.

      Queen Cadha still had her lung disease, and they all knew that she wasn’t recovering from it. But if pretending helped the nanny carry on through her duties with the children, they would allow her the fiction.

      “Morag, off you go to dinner before you’re missed. We’ll talk more tomorrow, I promise.” The queen reached out to take Morag’s hand. “Thank you for being my eyes and ears. I’d be as forgotten as an old mop if it weren’t for you. Check in with Solly to make sure she’s still happy to keep tending my garden, even though I haven’t been able to take the bairns there yet. And tell Mavis I miss her visits, but I understand how busy she is.”

      “Aye. But before I go, you ought to know there have been developments.” She glanced at the nanny, wishing she would leave. “It’s been noticed that supplies have been disappearing from the kitchen. Osario is making a fuss about it. He’s got an ambitious young guard patrolling with him and searching for clues. There’ll be a right ruckus when they find who’s taking those supplies.”

      The queen looked distracted, snuggling noses with the prince and princess, but Morag knew her well enough to not feel slighted. The queen was paying close attention. As was the nanny, so Morag was careful with her words.

      “Anything else that I should know about?” Cadha asked, her gaze momentarily shifting from her children to Morag.

      Morag nodded thoughtfully. “Aye, a few things worth noting. First, there’s talk among the townsfolk of a strange figure seen at dusk by the river. Some say he’s a wandering bard, others claim it’s a kelpie in human guise. Also, the blacksmith’s apprentice has gone missing, and rumor has it he had a quarrel with his master over the quality of steel being forged for the guards. And finally, Solly’s been complaining about holes in the garden.”

      “Holes?”

      “Holes.”

      “I can see how that would vex Solly.” The queen waved her hand. “I’m sure she’ll have it figured out by week’s end.” Cadha shifted the squirming princess. “What about this bard? Any description? Outstanding features?”

      “Descriptions vary, but most agree on a few points. He’s cloaked, with a wide-brimmed hat shadowing his face. No one’s seen him up close, but there’s an air about him that makes people suspicious.”

      The queen leaned forward, her interest clearly piqued. “Does this wide-brimmed hat hold a flower?”

      “Dinnae ken. I’ll find out.”

      “Do. Thank you, Morag.” The queen looked out the window at the river. “Take care who you ask. Until we learn friend or foe, I don’t want anyone knowing that I’m doing anything but tending me bairns.” She glanced back at Morag, her eyes conveying the seriousness of the situation.

      “Not even Solly will suspect, and you know how sneaky she is at getting information out of me. I will stand strong.” With a final glare at the nanny, Morag left the room, wondering what the woman had gleaned from their conversation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Thief Business

          

        

      

    

    
      The rafters in the castle were a network of dark wooden beams, aged and weathered, and used by the fairies to travel quietly and mostly unnoticed. Morag used them now to fly silently above the servants, who were taking empty trays and pots back to the kitchens.

      The other palace fairies were already in the great hall. Mavis and Marisol (who preferred to go by Solly) also wore their wool kirtles, long dresses with generous pockets decorated with silver embroidery. Mavis in moss green, Marisol in mauve, and Morag in dull tan.

      Below, the great hall was filled with long, rough-hewn wooden tables and benches. The stone floor, worn smooth over the years, gleamed in the orange glow of the fire and candle flames. Outside the castle, the night winds howled, indicating another shift in the weather.

      Morag’s right wing throbbed after a long day, and she was grateful for the rest. Their perch, though unobtrusive to the humans below, placed them near the warmth of the hearth and had become a welcome snug over the years.

      “You’re late. Is all well?” Mavis asked as Morag settled in. Dinner was almost over, and the hall lads had cleared the tables. The kitchen maids were now coming in with dessert. The great hall, usually loud with the clatter of plates and hum of conversation, held a somber tone tonight. The usual abundance of fresh fish and roasted game had dwindled, replaced with more modest fare of pottage and oat cakes for most meals. A sign of the strain the Kelpie Wars had put on the kingdom’s resources as the water horses terrorized trade along the River Tarner.

      “The queen is with her bairns, so aye.” Morag gave a tired smile. “All is well.”

      “Och, today might be the day,” Solly whispered as she nudged Morag and pointed toward the arched door. Solly leaned forward expectantly, elbows on knees, but Morag did not share her sense of eagerness.

      A pretty maid entered, balancing a large tray of butter tarts, her cheeks flushed from the heat of the ovens. A young soldier was about to cut in front of her, his eyes focused on adjusting the claymore sword on his belt. The collision was inevitable.

      Daria’s tray of butter tarts flew into the air, landing with a crash that echoed around the great hall. The soldier blushed, apologizing profusely, while Daria stood frozen in shock. A smattering of laughter spread through the room, and the two shared an embarrassed smile and flustered apologies.

      Solly clasped her hands together. “There. Now, they’ve met.”

      “You didn’t interfere, did you, Solly?” Morag asked.

      The scene was charmingly human, one of many budding romances the fairies had witnessed over the years, and a welcome distraction amidst the throes of the Kelpie Wars. But it did little to appease the unease gnawing at Morag’s insides.

      “Didnae have to,” Solly said, shaking her curly head. “Besides, Mavis predicted it weeks ago.”

      Mavis, with a knowing look, leaned over to talk around Solly. “’Twasn’t difficult. I’ve caught the maid sneaking glances at the lad since he arrived with the latest recruits. And see on his wrist? He’s wearing the leather cord that she braided. All the maids are making tokens for the soldiers to give them courage, and he just happened to get the one woven by her hand.”

      Morag let the other two discuss young love while her gaze wandered elsewhere. Tensions in Kingston were already high because of an uptick in missing townsfolk, but tonight, something felt extra amiss. The queen would want to know what.

      “Morag, where is your key?” Solly pointed her finger accusingly.

      “It’s right here.” Morag’s hand flew instinctively to her neck, fingers fumbling for the comforting weight of the key on its string. But she patted her woolen kirtle in vain. A familiar wave of frustration washed over her, and she dodged Solly’s accusing gaze.

      “I told you we shouldn’t let her have one, Mavis. If she ever had a chance to use it, it would be lost anyway.”

      Mavis sighed, and Morag steeled herself for a lecture. Mavis, the oldest of them, often took charge and was prone to lecture a paragraph too long. Her brown hair was heavily highlighted with silver strands, which she said were caused by the other two’s bickering.

      “What’s worrying you now?” Mavis asked instead. Her brilliant eyes, filled with concern, locked onto Morag. “You haven’t been yourself since the queen fell so ill after the birth. If this war lasts much longer, you’ll have lost everything in your pockets.”

      Solly let out a burst of air, her irritation clear, despite knowing that Morag wasn’t intentionally misplacing objects. Solly just liked her opinions to be known, as if they were ever in question.

      This new quirk in Morag’s magic, which had crept up after her injury, refused to mend as she’d hoped. Morag was tiring of the problem as much as Solly was. It was bad enough she couldn’t fly the way she used to, but this irregular, unpredictable misplacing of objects made her a liability when her role required dependability and predictability. Solly was not wrong to be irritable.

      “Mavis, you should use your time mirror to find out when it went missing,” Solly pressed. “That’ll help Morag find it.” Solly was always trying to get Mavis to look into the past, but Mavis used her mirror sparingly.

      “Nae,” Mavis said. “The mirror ’tis not something we can rely upon, much like Morag’s pockets as of late.”

      “But Mavis…”

      While Solly expounded on the benefits of magic mirrors, Morag turned away and focused on the disconcerting scene below. “I’m sensing something,” she interrupted.

      “Of course you are.” Solly huffed. “You’ll go off sensing for something.” She wiggled her fingers when she said the word sensing. “While me and Mavis do all the work.”

      “Hush, Solly, and let her concentrate. She might find her key while she’s at it.”

      The other palace fairies relied on observation, but Morag was gifted with something more. A deeper intuition, an ability to perceive the motivations of those around her. Tonight, that sense prickled.

      Someone down below was trying very hard not to think about doing something they shouldn’t. If only Morag could home in on the guilty conscience…

      A merchant with many rings on his fingers leaned toward an official with shifty eyes and whispered, “When a town has a dragon, they sacrifice a young girl to it once a year and get on with their lives. I don’t know why we can’t do the same thing with the kelpies. If they crave human flesh, let’s work out an agreement so there’s no more wondering who it’s going to be next?”

      The official nodded. “It’s only one soul, and it could be a lass or a laddie. That should keep the lasses from complaining that the sacrifice always has to be one of them.” He chuckled before taking a swig from his tankard. “I’ll speak with King Seamus again. See if we cannae get this kelpie problem straightened out one way or another.”

      Lord Ewan. Morag frowned and continued scanning the people below, her gaze finally landing on Senna, the archivist’s teenage daughter. She was a young woman with fiery red hair and fierce determination in her eyes. Young Senna was a lass of few words, often lost in thought, so it was especially noticeable now that her gaze shifted, and her foot twitched nonstop under the table.

      Och, lass, you give yourself away too readily.

      As the laughter subsided and the remainder of the butter tarts were being served, Senna got up and furtively slipped out of the room.

      Morag rose to follow.

      “Now where are you—” Solly started to say loudly, but stopped when Morag frowned at her. No need to announce her movements to the entire hall.

      Flying above, Morag caught up to Senna as she sneaked through the halls, her footfalls surprisingly silent on the stone floors. Morag followed, high up in the dark spaces in the rafters, keeping out of sight and maintaining a keen eye on the young lass.

      Senna continued her stealthy path into the kitchen, now empty of all but the busy dishwashers focused on finishing their work for the night. They splashed in the sudsy water, clanking the tin plates and iron pots, seemingly oblivious to Senna walking in behind them.

      The kitchen’s low doorway caused Morag a moment’s pause, but she entered unnoticed before tucking herself up behind the hanging pots to continue her surveillance.

      Senna paused at the closed door into the storeroom. Her gaze scanned the backs of the dishwashers before she opened the door and slipped inside. The dim, cool room was filled with stacks of grain, barrels of salted meat, and rounds of cheese—barely the sustenance the castle needed to survive the recent bout of attacks.

      With care, Senna filled a sack with day-old bread and cheese. The lass paused for a long moment before selecting a few other random packages from the storeroom. She appeared to be in no hurry.

      Morag bit her lip, with her gaze now focused on the kitchen doorway. The castle was under strict rationing; any pilfering, no matter how small, would be dealt with harshly. The consequences could be severe, even for someone like Senna, who was allowed certain liberties because of her father’s position.

      The sound of heavy footfalls echoed in the corridor, getting louder. Morag recognized the rhythmic clatter of chain mail. Osario, the king’s personal guard, along with a younger junior guard, was approaching. Fast. Osario was a known stickler for the rules, and Senna was about to get caught in the act. What would the lass’s excuse be?

      Osario burst into the kitchen with the wiry, sandy-haired guard at his heels. The dishwashers stopped their work, turning with mouths agape.

      He looked up and glared at Morag as if to say, What are you doing here?

      Morag glared back at him. Och, the man is too observant for his own good. If he was going to make a scene, he ought to leave me out of it. He stopped her from speaking with a raised hand and marched directly to the storeroom. He filled the doorway, his stern gaze focused on Senna. Senna, a young lass, but nearly a woman, would not be shown mercy. She was old enough to know better.

      The dishwashers followed Osario’s every move. Soapy water dripped from stilled hands and puddled on the floor. No one wanted to be the object of Osario’s wrath, but he was hard to look away from.

      “I told you it were her,” the sandy-haired guard crowed. He sneered at Senna.

      “Ye ken it’s forbidden, Senna,” Osario’s voice was as hard as the iron chain mail he wore. Senna’s gaze flicked to the other guard, a smug look on his face as he leaned against a barrel, arms crossed over his chest.

      Senna was a vision of defiance, her chin raised, her hazel eyes steady despite her predicament. “Those bairns in the town need it more than we do here at the castle. They’ve naught but scraps,” Senna protested, her voice steady.

      “You’ve no right to make that decision,” Osario retorted, his hand closing around the sack. “There’s mouths enough to feed here, too. Your actions compromise the castle’s resources.”

      “Ye ken how much we have?” She held onto the sack and jerked her chin toward the shelves. “Those wee’uns are starvin’.” Senna’s voice cracked, her frustration clear. But her plea seemed to bounce off Osario’s steely exterior.

      The guard with Osario shifted his position and spoke as if he had authority. “We could send those orphans to the kelpies and be done with the war straightaway. They’ll not be hungry, and the kelpies be full and leave us alone. Everyone wins.”

      This one’s been listening to Lord Ewan and his ilk. Ewan owned the new mill, the blacksmith, and used to control most of the trade on the Tarner until the Kelpie Wars started. He cared more about his interests than those of the kingdom. Ironic, since it was his nephew who allowed most of the kelpie herd to escape in the first place. When a kelpie’s magical bridle is replaced with one made from kingdom silver, it becomes tame and will work for the king. But if the royal bridle is removed, the kelpie is no longer subdued and can escape back to the river. It won’t be able to transform out of its horse form, but it will no longer be under submission. Lord Ewan’s nephew had removed the king’s bridles at the end of one day and then in the morning had started replacing them with the kelpies’ own magical bridles before he was stopped by the stablemaster, screaming, “You fool!” For he knew the kelpies had waited, hoping to get their magic bridles back from the witless stable hand. The stablemaster was killed when the kelpies dragged him to the river while making their escape.

      Senna shot a look at the junior guard that would freeze the mightiest river midflow. “Would that you were a wee bairn, then you would ken different. We ought to send you out to the kelpies.”

      Osario’s gaze hardened. “Senna, you cannae be workin’ in the castle if you cannae show respect and follow the rules. You’re dismissed.”

      Morag sucked in a breath as she waited for Senna’s response.

      “That’s all?” the junior guard rose to his full height. “The likes of her is trouble. Best deal with her right away—the hole, wouldn’t you say?”

      Osario ignored the man, his focus strictly on Senna.

      “But my da⁠—”

      “Your da cannae save you from your own actions, lass. You’re lucky I’m only dismissing you and not sending you to the dungeons.” Osario’s voice turned colder. “Be gone by morn. I’ll arrange it so the guard will grant you passage over the main bridge to town.”

      Senna’s shoulders slumped, but she quickly squared them, lifting her chin. “Aye,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll go. But ye ken deep down that I needed to do this.”

      As Senna squeezed past Osario and left the storeroom, Morag tucked herself farther out of sight. Both Senna and Osario were correct. The orphans needed taking care of and the provisions were needed at the castle to keep up the soldiers’ strength. Each of them offered a decent argument.

      Wanting to check on Senna’s next move, Morag emerged from her hiding place and cast a glare Osario’s way. He lifted his hands in exasperation, but she ignored him and shot out of the kitchen.

      “You best not meddle,” he called after her in warning.

      The young guard with him snickered. Morag refrained from responding to either. Osario knew she would do exactly what she was sent to do, and the young guard would learn one day not to be so flippant about other people’s lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Lord Ewan

          

        

      

    

    
      That brief interaction with Osario and the guard cost her. The hallway was empty. Where would Senna go next? Morag navigated the dimly lit passageways, searching after the lass in vain. Down the business wing, a thin beam of light spilled out of the council chamber and into the hall, along with tense voices.

      Morag forgot about Senna and quietly made her way to this new distraction. She landed on the ground and carefully peeked through the partially open door. The king and several of his advisers met around a large rectangular table, their faces grim. One large map of the kingdom lay out, the king’s fingers tracing the river that snaked through the landscape. His large signet ring, his symbol of power, glinted in the light.
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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