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The large door to the Council room swung open. "Announcing Miss Lily Teskertin, your Highness."
The attendant nodded to a dark cloaked figure beside him and turned to leave.

The figured curtsied deep, the cloak parting to reveal an ample cleavage. "I have come as you have 
asked, your Highness."

Outside of a crackling fire, there was nothing but silence. She glanced up, only to see an empty 
throne at the head of empty council seats. The only real motion in the room was the light from dancing 
flames in the great hearth to her left.

She stood and pulled back her hood, dark hair bound in a tussled up-do. A few stray ringlets spilled 
down over her collar. She took in the Council's meeting room, careful not to even breath too loudly. At 
the far end of the room, there was a wooden throne upon a small dais. While the throne was small, the 
tapestry hanging behind it was not. The symbol of the kingdom of Empyreanae was clear on a 
dominating dark blue field speckled with silver and tiny clear gems. The dark field highlighted a white 
8-pointed star, the symbol of the Starlit Throne. The gems in the field and the silver threads within the 
star glinted in the firelight. Beyond the tapestries, the new stonework could still be distinguished from 
the ancient stone that the castle had been built over. She stepped quietly along the uncarpeted approach 
to the throne. Pillars, holding unlit sconces and banners, split the council seats into three groups on 
each side of the aisle. 

"A pardon, Miss Teskertin," echoed in the quiet room. "You caught me in one of my few 
indulgences." The sound of wood scraping across a stone floor was clear above the soft roar of the fire.

"No, no, your Highness. My apologies for disturbing you," she countered, searching for the source 
of the noise.

A large shadow on the rear wall shrank in time to a soft clicking of wood on stone. Behind one of 
the far pillars a robed figure appeared with a gnarled wooden staff. His slivery white hair in stark 
contrast to the dark blue robes. He wiped his mouth with a small piece of cloth and stashed it into one 
of his robe's many folds. "A quiet moment with some delicious moon radish stew." He smiled broadly 
as he headed for the empty throne. Every other smooth, silent step was heralded by the staff clicking 
against the stone.

Lily, now halfway down the row of council seats, curtsied deep again - with the same results. "I was 
summoned, your Highness?"

"Yes, yes. Please arise, I am not a fan of excessive formality nor obsequiousness."

Bheren stopped at the side of the dais the throne sat on. "We have many things to discuss, you and I.
Please make yourself comfortable as this may take a while." He stepped onto the dais, motioning to the 
council seats before him.

"As you wish, your Highness." Lily unclasped her cloak as she looked to either side, hesitating as 
her gaze drifted across the throne.

"That seat is mine," he remarked, "but please feel free to use any of the others for now." 

She walked quickly to the council seat right-most to the throne, "Thank you, your High-"
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"Bheren." He came around to the front of the throne, starting to gather his robes.

"I don't follow, your-"

"Bheren, my name is Bheren. Add 'Duke' if you must, but the Highness-es are getting a bit much." 
He waved a free hand nonchalantly in her direction. "Sit."

"Thank you, Duke Bheren." She flared her gown and settled onto the cushioned chair, her hands 
clasped daintily in her lap.

He finished gathering his robes to one side and sat on the throne. "You've changed clothes since you
put Grigori in his place." She wore an elegant pleated gown and shaped corset. Slender earrings draped 
from each ear, thin rings decorated her fingers, and several bejeweled pins in her hair looked to match 
her choker. Everything accentuated the smooth, bare skin reaching from one shoulder to the other.

"I am meeting the ruler of the Kingdom of Empyreanae, Duke Bheren. I thought my day clothes a 
bit, pedestrian, for the occasion." She bowed slightly and smiled.

"They are," he searched for the most appropriate words, "most flattering on you. Are they of blue 
velvet?" He squinted briefly "I cannot be sure from here..." Even behind the shaggy bangs it was easy 
to see the whiteness of his clouded eyes.

"Yes, correct on both counts." Her smiled lasted for a moment longer. "How much was what Grigori
was spouting the truth? How little can you see?" Her voice was tinged with concern.

"No, no. That windbag was quite wrong. I could see clearly the color or material but I am afraid I 
would have to get too close for comfort."

"I am but a humble servant of the Throne. If you wish a closer inspection..." She bowed deeply, her 
voice dropped into more intimate tones. "You may come as close as you desire..."

"I was not speaking to your comfort, Miss Teskertin." He cleared his throat.

"Just Lily, if it pleases you." She examined and smoothed a gown pleat. "And if I may speak more 
candidly, Duke Bheren..." She looked back to the man on the throne.

"More candidly?" He saw her shift a bit in her chair, moving just a little closer to him. "I find that to 
be equal parts intriguing and worrisome. But you have my leave. Please, speak freely."

"Worrisome, Duke? Me?!" She exclaimed coyly. Her hand hiding her mouth and an ever so slight 
smile. "How could a mere gossip like myself be worrisome? Especially to you?" 

"That is something we will find out later, I suspect. You wished to speak?"

"I was just wondering what other indulgences of yours I may catch you in?"

Bheren paused as she looked on with amusement.

Pressing forward, he nodded slightly. "I wanted to thank you for your assistance in ridding us of that
instigator's presence." 

"You are most welcome," she bowed again, "but surely you have servants and couriers that you 
could have sent with a token of gratitude. What has inspired the Duke of the Kingdom to summon me,"
her hand resting on the top edge of her gown, "personally?" Her hand slowly lowered, following the 
corset's curves.

"I was intrigued by some of the things you mentioned." He settled back and rested a finger on his 
chin in a thoughtful pose. "Not anything about his 'sword'," he rolled his eyes.



Cut off before she could get anything out, she struggled to hold a straight face. "Very, well Duke 
Bheren. What is it that brings me to you?"

"I understand that everything you said could be taken simply as rumors or complete fabrications. 
But your accusation that Fort Drelev was pulling his strings was far too specific." He shook his head. "I
have met with our 'people' and they have not found any evidence of the sort of actions you suggested. 
However, to discard the possibility would be just as foolish as to accept what you say without 
question." Leveling his gaze at her, he leaned forward. "So tell me, how would you know of such 
things?"

"Well," she admitted, "I am a diviner of no small talent."

"A wizard?" 

"Indeed, Duke Bheren." She nodded slightly.

"Show me."

"So forward, Duke Bheren!" She held her hands to her chest as if the protect the bare skin below her
neck.

He blinked. In a controlled voice, he repeated himself. "Show me your talents for divination, Miss 
Teskertin."

"Oh of course, how silly of me!" she laughed, lowering her hands into her lap. "Would there be 
parchment and a writing quill handy?"

His hand waved towards the table next to her with a small decorated box. "There should be some 
scribe's tools within."

"Then shall we play a word game?" She opened the box, pulling sheets of parchment and a writing 
set out. "All I ask is that you think, clearly, of the first thing that enters your mind when I say a word to 
use. If my magics do as I say, I should be able to write down those words from your mind." Gently 
tapping the quill to drain excess ink, she spread last weight-stone to the farthest corner of the paper.

"And if they are not?"

"Then you know me to be both a liar and a fool for trying deceive you, either way you can take what
I said for exactly what it is worth." She shrugged. "Shall we start?"

He though for a moment before answering. "Very well, begin when you are ready."

She slipped three copper coins from under her corset's lower edge and rubbed them together. She 
closed her eyes and whispered briefly to them before they faded from sight. "I am ready as well, Duke 
Bheren. Let us start with the word 'Potato'."

He closed his eyes and fully leaned back into the throne.

She hesitated, then wrote something down. "Sword."

The quill made scratching noises as she wrote. "Gem."

Concern crossed her face as she wrote another line on the parchment. "Attractive."

She barely suppressed a grin, scribbling quickly. "Beauty."

Concern crossed her face again, more slowly this time. She wrote another line. "Deep."

She gasped. Her hand started shaking, her breaths coming in small sharp takes. Blinking rapidly, she
started to pitch forward.



"Enough." He sat forward and opened his eyes.

She calmed her hand and scratched out a final line. Her breathing steadied as she regained her 
composure. She handed the freshly scribed parchment to him, hand still trembling slightly. 

He looked at the parchment and nodded his approval. "Well done, Lily. You indeed have the skills 
you claim." He snapped the fingers of his free hand and the parchment edge lit up with flame. He 
gently tossed the burning parchment in a high arc. The charred remains drifted to the floor, the writing 
completely consumed.

"And thank you, Duke Bheren, it's always nice to know." She smiled to herself, storing the quill and 
the remaining parchment back in the box. "But I do have a question."

"Hmmm?" He turned his attention from the smoldering ash on the floor.

"Who is Raeli?"

"Someone," he stood up. "And I'll thank you to leave it at that."

"As you wish, Duke Bheren." She nodded slightly.

"But," he stretched, "there is another reason I summoned you here." He glided off the dais heading 
towards the hearthfire.

"Perhaps a more private meeting?" She stood, smoothing her gown.

"Not exactly," Bheren moved fluidly towards the large serving table next to the hearth. Aside from a
few spare cups and bowls, the only item of note was no more than a foot tall, draped with a towel. 
"Word has spread that you seek artifacts from the elvish reign of this land."

"You are correct, Duke Bheren." She followed close on his heels. "I find them fascinating and would
like to study a true artifact ever so much." 

"Would this," his hand pulling the towel off of a statuette, "be something of worth to you?"

The moment the firelight hit the statuette's face, Lily was completely enthralled. She stepped straight
past Bheren, ignoring him.

"I take that as a yes. We're unsure of who it is supposed-"

"Findeladlara, elvish goddess of art and architecture. Also called 'The Guiding Hand' as well as 'The 
Twilight Builder'," she said distantly. Focused solely on the metallic statuette, her hands caressed each 
part as she spoke. "Mithral branches, a sun flare in her hand, the flow of her robe, the detail of her face,
oh my..." She picked up the statuette reverently, taking in a sharp breath as she examined the facial 
detail closely. "This...is...exquisite!" She cradled the figure in the dancing firelight.

"Where did you find this...treasure?" she asked, coming back to her senses.

"The headwaters of the Murque River. In the ruins of an elvish fort, although the place was thick 
with foul fey." Bheren shook his head, indicating his disgust for the creatures.

She smiled and nodded sagely. "Yes, I thought it would be around there. Tell me, did you find 
anything else?"

"For a fort of that size, time and the local populace of fey had not been kind. We only recovered a 
water clock, an alabaster statue, and - surprisingly enough - some elvish court clothes. All dating back 
close to the start of the Age of Enthronement, I suspect, but I am no scholar."

"I must see them. Where are they?" she pleaded.



"The clock will be at the villa, until we can secure the elven fort as our own. If Watcher Hothis as 
not already claimed the clothing, I suspect we will keep them as a gift for any Elven Embassaries."

She nodded in great interest, "And the statue?"

"I've had it placed in my chamber's workshop so I may study it at my leisure."

"Your Highness," she assured him, "there is no need for to lure me to your chambers with talk of 
ancient artifacts." Her voice dropped again. "If you wish me there, you have but to ask."

Caught off guard, he hurriedly corrected her. "The statue is there-"

"Then what other things do you leisurely study in your chambers?" she asked innocently.

"Announcing General Gledden and Magister Rogtoria, your Highness," echoed across the meeting 
room.

"Ah, the Sword arrives...," Lily mused.

Bheren shot her a concerned glance. She motioned to pinch her lips shut with her finger and thumb.

"My Lord?" A strong female voice carried through the hall.

"Wait there," Bheren answered. "We'll come to you." He motioned with his hand for Lily to make 
her way back through the Councilor's chairs. He glided towards the back of the hall.

"Oi, Bheren. Wot'cha b'doin' back 'ere?" The unmistakable clattering of heavy armor could now be 
heard through out the hall.

"Duke Bheren if you please, Master Rogtoria," Bheren corrected. "Remember? We have a special 
guest this evening, Boldor." Lily stepped out from between two Councilor's chairs.

The dwarf slowed to a stop to examine Lily. His plate armor, decorated with the symbol of Torag,  
still had mud deep in it's grooves and the unmistakable smell of fermented spirits clung to him. "Ach, 
sorry. Yer Highness." He bowed to Bheren as soon as he appeared by the throne.

The armored woman beside Boldor knelt fully before standing again. "M'lord. The army does well, 
although Garress's recommendations should be implemented as soon as possible..." She trailed off, 
looking Lily up and down. "You're the woman from the square?"

"Friends, please," Bheren stood tall in front of the throne. "this is Lily Teskertin, indeed the woman 
who helped us be rid of Grigori. Miss Teskertin, this is the Lady Protector of the Empyrean People, 
Defender of the Kingdom, Guardian of the Starlit Throne, General Alicia Gledden and this here is 
Master Boldor Rogtoria, our current Magister." The dwarf bowed again.

Alicia stepped forward. "You have my thanks," she bowed slightly, "but I was wondering...did that 
fat toad ever thank you?" Her armored gauntlet clenched tightly and released slowly.

"A pleasure to meet both of you," Lily bowed, "but I must confess ignorance on why Grigori would 
want to thank me?"

Alicia smiled dangerously. "Because, had you not intervened, I would hav-"

Bheren cut her off before she finished the thought. "You would have given him another earful, right
General Gledden?"

Alicia's face tightened then partially relaxed. "Yes, of course m'lord," escaped through clenched 
teeth. 

"Don't cha worry, lass," Boldor quietly consoled the cavalier, "You'll get'cher chance t'split 'im 
beard ta b-"



"Boldor," Bheren growled. 

"Bunions, yer Highness." Bheren turned to regather his robes. The dwarf leaned slightly towards 
Lily, shielding his mouth with the back of his hand. "Bollocks," he said quietly.

Spinning around quickly, Bheren all but threw himself into the seat. "Anything else, Master 
Rogtoria?" The exasperation was clear in his voice.

Boldor took a step away from Lily and sized her up again. "Aye. She's a looker a'right, a wee bit tall 
fer m'tastes, though." He turned to face the throne and jerked his thumb towards her. "She's all yers." A 
wide grin was clear even through his multi-layered beard.

Bheren blinked as Alicia sighed and shook her head in mild disbelief. Lily, thoroughly amused, hid 
a chuckle behind her hands.

Trying to redirect the conversation, Bheren forged on. "Back to the business we were discussing 
before-" 

Boldor nodded. "Aye, aboot that. Ya still b' needin' a wif' t-"

Bheren held his head, his voice tense. "No. After that."

Boldor leaned against the front of a Councilor's chair. "Ach. A'right." He pulled on one of his beard 
plaits thoughtfully. "Ya offerin'er th' job?"

"The job, Duke Bheren?" Lily stepped towards the throne and was next to Boldor.

Bheren cleared his throat and straightened his robes. "Yes, Miss Teskertin. We had an inkling of 
how you knew so much about Grigori. If we were correct, we were going to offer you the position of 
Magister - allowing Master Rogtoria here to step down."

Lily looked to Boldor then back at Bheren. "Me, as Magister?"

"Yes. With your demonstration earlier, you confirmed what we knew – that a skilled diviner was in 
the area and we wanted to make sure that it was you." Bheren sat back on the throne. "Well, what say 
you? Will you take the Oaths and serve the Kingdom's call?"

Taken aback, Lily looked from Boldor to Bheren repeatedly. "Well, I couldn't. Really-" she caught 
herself and her smile returned, "-of course. Magister Teskertin. I do so like the sound of that."

"Maker b'praised!" the dwarf bellowed, his relief was plain to see.  "'ere b' tha Oaths o' Citizenry 
you'll be needin' t' take and th' Oath o' Council as well." Boldor thrust a thin scroll sealed with wax into
her hands. "This calls fer a drink!" Boldor raised an empty hand as if it held a tankard. "Ale! Where ya 
be hidin' th' ale?" Boldor marched noisily out of the meeting hall, clearly on a mission.

Alicia turned to Lily and bowed. "Congratulations, Miss Teskertin. If you'll excuse me," she turned 
to Bheren on the throne and bowed deeply. "I need to speak of troop deployments with Garress. By 
your leave, m'lord."

Bheren nodded as he rose. His tone softened, "Thank you for your restraint Alicia. I knew it was 
difficult to weather his foul slander on top of how much you have already given this Kingdom." He 
stepped down from the throne. Lily watched the two of them quietly.

"I will do as is needed, m'lord, to protect you and this Kingdom," her hand resting on the hilt of her 
longsword. "Suffering fools and death, if needed."

Gliding before her, he laid his hand on her shoulder plate. He smiled thoughtfully, "I pray that day 
never comes." She lowered her eyes. 



He took a deep breath and turned. "Now go. I'm sure Garress needs to complain about something 
else." She silently bowed her head and took a step back.  Spinning around, she strode from the meeting 
hall, banner fluttering in her wake.

The sound of the door closing echoed and quickly died, leaving just the roar of the fire.

"Well," Bheren turned to Lily, "How about some stew to celebrate?" 

Bheren ladled a thick, chunky white liquid from the hearth kettle into a small clay bowl. He passed 
it to Lily before helping himself. "Please, eat, it is very good." He sat across the hearth from her.

"If it's served by the Duke himself, how can I refuse?" She took a spoon and politely had a taste. 

Bheren smiled and raised the bowl to his lips. "How is it?" he asked over the stew.

"Surprisingly good, Duke Bheren. My complements to your cook."

Quietly, Bheren finished his bowl and pulled the cloth from before out of his robe. He wiped his 
mouth, leaving the napkin on the table. He stared contently into the fire as he settled back into his chair.

She had a few more spoonfuls before setting the cup down. "You haven't asked me why," she 
prodded gently.

"I supposed you would tell me when you felt like it." He leaned forward, engaging her. "There are a 
whole slew of reasons you did what you did." He laid each option out, emphasizing each point with his 
hands. "Perchance your pride in your kingdom compelled you to take action against the seditious 
slanderer. Maybe you wished to ingratiate yourself to the Council and possibly even the Throne. 
Perhaps you had enough of the blowhard and saw an opportunity to have the crowd drive him out for 
you. Or conceivably just seeing which side going to win and joining it." He tilted his head, examining 
her reaction.

She was indignant, eyes full of fire. "I had to stop the slandering of my kingdom, your Highness!" 

Bheren sat back in the chair, steepling his fingers as he watched her intently. The crackling fire was 
the only sound for a few moments.

"Well," she blinked and corrected herself, "it was the main reason." She smiled sweetly.

He continued to watch her, a barely noticeable grunt was all that he added. The fire popped and a 
small shower of sparks fell to the hearthstones between them. Another moment passed.

She sighed deeply. "Fine," she straightened her back and looked away. "It was a little bit of each," 
she added aloofly.

That finally broke his mask. He chuckled and grinned. "Your honesty will always get you farther 
with me. And as a test, tell me what you think the greatest shortfall of this kingdom is. Be honest now."

She snapped back to face Bheren with a wicked smile. "Well," she rose quickly to her feet, "I think 
the kingdom needs a Queen!" In a few quick steps she closed the distance between them.

"And of course you have an excellent candidate in mind?" he nodded, following her approach.

"Of course," she enthused, "Me!" She knelt beside him just as quickly as she had risen, her hands 
resting on the chair's arm. "Honestly, I can think of no better person!"

Bheren looked thoughtfully at the fire, it being in the opposite direction of the kneeling woman. 
"Someone to provide stability while the king is away, conquering?"



She froze momentarily.

"And a that would be a little too much honesty." He chuckled again. 

She smiled and rapidly agreed. "Yes. Yes, indeed. To rule by your side but only in your stead while 
you're away!"

"But what of an heir to the Starlit throne?" He looked back at her. "Would you give me one to carry 
on the work done here?"

"Well, giving you an heir," The tips of her fingers delicately traced a line along his wrist. "...is 
something that the Gods will determine. But as for trying to give you an heir..." She stared hungrily 
into his eyes and moistened her lips. Her voice, nothing more than a hoarse whisper. "That is 
something I would demand." Surprised by her forwardness, he was unable to look away as she slowly 
leaned closer.

"Ah," he swallowed hard. She drew nearer, head tilting ever-so-slightly.

"Er," he muttered. Nearer still, her full lips parted.

"Green!" he exclaimed loudly, startling both of them.

She pulled back a little, uncertain at the outburst. "Pardon?"

"Green." he repeated in a quieter manner. "Yours. Eye. Eyes, are green."

"Yes, Bheren, they're green. Thank you for noticing - most people don't," She feigned hurt for just a 
moment before the hungry look returned. "Now where were we..." Her hand had found a hold of his 
robe and provided leverage for her to lean in tremendously close. Their lips threatened to touch.

"Announcing Councilor Leveton, your Highness" echoed through the silent room.

Lily settled back and shook her head, laughing quietly to herself. Bheren slowed his rapid, shallow 
breathing.

"Duke Bheren? Bheren?" a young woman's voice called out.

Lily stood and nodded to Bheren with a knowing smile. She moved quietly to her previous seat on 
the bench by the fire. A young woman stepped through the row of council seats and into the hearth's 
direct light. Her wavy blonde hair was tucked under an embroidered headscarf while a simple gown 
was covered with a well used apron.

"Did you enjoy the stew?" She was smiling broadly.

He straightened his robes before speaking. "Very much so, I look forward to it every month. It's only
gotten better since that first bowl. Was that two years ago?"

She brought her hands to her heart, clearly pleased. "You're too kind."

"No, no. It is a highlight I look forward to. Ah, this is Miss Lily Teskertin, in addition to admiring 
your cooking skills, she has provided a persuasive argument for becoming our next Magister." 
Motioning to Lily, who nodded in recognition. "Lily, this is the High Councilor, voice of the People of 
Empyreanae, Svetlana Leveton of Leveton's Way." Lily stood and curtsied slightly.

Sveltlana returned a nod. "Thank you. It's a pleasure to meet you." Suddenly excited, she grasped 
Lily's hands. "Are you the one that chased off that noisy man this afternoon?"

"Well, I only finished off what Duke Bheren here, left of him." Lily looked to Bheren.

Svetlana turned to Bheren, still holding Lily's hands. "You have thanked her, yes?" 



"I have indeed." He smiled nervously at Lily.

"Good," she squeezed Lily's hands slightly before releasing them. "And wonderful news for Boldor 
as well!"

"Happiest I've seen him in a while." Bheren added, taking a deep breath. 

Another announcement echoed briefly, "Announcing Treasurer Leveton, your Highness." 

"And with that I must leave you momentarily. I need to speak to Oleg about a small matter." Bheren 
quickly stood and nodded to each woman.

They bowed slightly and watched him walk away. Svetlana motioned for Lily to retake the seat.

Svetlana looked behind herself and then quickly to both sides. Seating herself next to Lily, she 
leaned in and spoke quietly. "May we speak?"

"Of course, Councilor." Lily returned in the same quiet manner, slightly confused.

Svetlana looked to each side again and seemed to be waiting for something. A gruff male voice 
rumbled through the relative quiet and Svetlana leaned in close. "When you take the Oaths of Council 
please try not to giggle," she pleaded, her face a mix of mirth and seriousness. "He takes it very 
seriously and he can't help what he needs to do." She raised her eyebrows and nodded, trying to get 
Lily to agree.

"Why would I giggle?" Lily sounded thoroughly stumped.

"Well," Svetlana bit her lip nervously, "I knew he was trying to be serious and it was very important,
but I couldn't help but giggle." The Councilor looked genuinely worried. "I was nervous, he was so 
close, and it tickled!"

Lily went from stumped to concerned, "What tickled?"

"Hoy, wat'cher talkin' bout 'ere, darlin'?" The current Treasurer for Empyreanae, and Svetlana's 
husband, approached carrying a large leather-bound book. His muscular frame dwarfed his wife's as 
she stood up.

"Dear, I was just talking about the Oaths Miss Teskertin here will swear if she is going to take over 
as Magister from Master Rogtoria. Oh my, how rude of me! Miss Lily Teskertin, this is my husband, 
Oleg Leveton."

"Pleased t' meet'cha." Offering a hand, his gaze settled at Lily's corset. 

Lily stood, accepting his hand gracefully. "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Treasurer 
Leveton." By now, he had stared a moment too long, prompting an elbow from Svetlana. "May I call 
you Oleg?" she confided demurely.

Oleg looked up and smiled, "'Course ya can!"

Svetlana's lips tightened, a light flush tinging her face. "Dear, I think it's time to get goin-"

Unfazed, Oleg continued. "I hated the 'hole Oath-thingy, but it got me this." He thumped the heavy 
book embossed with the Empyrean seal.

Svetlana countered quickly, "It wasn't that bad."

"Hoy, don't be talkin' like ya liked it!" Oleg was completely ignoring Lily now.

"Not this again, dear." Svetlana hung her head.



"Miss Teskertin, if I may have a moment?" Bheren intercepted her as she flitted from one group of 
Councilors and advisors to another.

"Of course, Duke Bheren," she bowed slightly. "How may I be of service to the Throne?"

"All these Councilors," his hand indicated the room in general," and even those not present yet have 
sworn Oaths of Council. It will be required of you as well, as we discussed."

"Indeed. Will it be done here?" She looked to the throne in the back of the room.

"No," he said quietly. "Follow me." He led her through the halls of the castle, gliding past bowing 
attendants and servants.

He stopped at one particular door. The chill of the night air filtered through the heavy wooden portal
as tiny drafts. "Please, this way," Bheren opened the door and motioned with his hand to the stairs 
leading up.

Lily looked up the castle's stairs. "Where are we going?" She raised a corner of her gown to clear the
steps.

"To the spot I have chosen to administer your Oaths of Council." Bheren ascended the stairs behind 
her, his flowing robes sliding under his unmoving feet .

"I thought you wanted witnesses?" Her voice dropped, "Or was that just another ruse to get me 
alone?"

"We won't be alone," Bheren assured her, then added, "But I can't very well perform my secret dark 
rituals in front of an audience now can I?" He grinned. "Then they wouldn't be secret." 

She laughed, "Oh, how Grigori would love to hear that!" 

The full moon's light illuminated the battlements and threw the new stonework into sharp relief. 
Below was the growing city of Thronehenge and beyond that, the dark expanse of Tuskwater Lake.

"That is far enough," Bheren looked about.

"Here?" Lily was unconvinced.

"Yes, are you ready?" He glided to within arms reach.

She readied herself, her eyes dancing around, unsure of what to expect. 

"Then it begins." He stepped even closer, now a half-arms reach away. "Relax," he commanded, 
"and be still."

She fought the urge to flinch when he went for her throat and face. But as soon as he came close to 
touching her, his hands moved slowly and gently. His right thumb was delicately resting in the valley 
between the two high points of her lips, and his fingers fanned along her left cheek, slowly sliding 
down until they swept under her chin, all but caressing her face. His left thumb was nestled in the small
space between her collarbones, pressed lightly to her throat. His index finger slid back and touched the 
right side of her neck.

"This," Bheren flexed his right thumb, "shall tell if you are saying the Oath. And this," his left 
thumb flexed, "shall tell if you give it truthfully. As I cannot see some of the most subtle of clues, this 
is necessary." He stared directly into her eyes.



"And now?" she arched an eyebrow "What will you do?" Her lip danced across his thumb as she 
leaned forward ever so slightly. She took in a deep breath, leaving his hand resting on the upper bounds
of her bosom for the briefest moment. His cheeks darkened slightly in the cold light, but neither his 
gaze nor his somber expression waivered.

"Your Oaths of Citizenry, Lily Teskertin," he commanded.

"I, Lily Teskertin, swear to hold the rightful Sovereignty of the Kingdom of Empyreanae above all 
other claims of Sovereignty from any other Kingdom and in doing so, will act accordingly. I swear to 
abide by the Principales, the Codex, and the Justicar and in doing so, will give heed to those who 
lawfully and righteously enforce them."

Bheren nodded, "And now the Oath of Council, Citizen Lily Teskertin."

"I, Lily Teskertin, swear to uphold the Principales of the Kingdom of Empyreanae, to enforce the 
Codex, and to mind the Justicar at all times. I swear to act accordingly, in all things, towards my 
responsibilities to the People of Empyreanae, to the Kingdom of Empyreanae, to my Seat on the 
Council, and to the Ruler of the Starlit Throne."

His hands lingered as he drank in her words. "It is done. Thank you, Magister Lily Teskertin." He 
stepped away and bowed deeply to her. "As the Ruler of Empyreanae, the Leader of the Kingdom, and 
as a Citizen thereof, it is my deepest wish that you bring prosperity to the People and their Kingdom."

"I hope to exceed your expectations in all things, Duke Bheren." She curtsied, holding it until he 
spoke.

"That wasn't so bad, was it?" His light tone contrasted sharply to his earlier soberness.

She looked up and blinked, steadying her breathing. No one else, not even the castle guards were 
anywhere within sight. She wrapped her arms about herself to ward off the wind. "I thought the 
witnesses would be here..."

"The witnesses? Didn't you see them?" His arm swept across the horizon.

She looked around again to see what he might be referring to. "It's just us..." a chill breeze made her 
shiver, "up here." 

"Look, Lily." He raised his hand to the sky. "What do you see?"

She looked up. "Clouds, the moon, the stars..."

"Didn't you ever wonder about the stars? And why they twinkle?"

She looked back to him. "When I was little," she quickly followed up, "Not that long ago."

He looked up. "They don't twinkle," he stated.

The concern was on her face. "But you just ask-"

"They don't twinkle." He repeated. "They blink. They blink because they are watching everything 
that happens down here. Everything. So they are my witnesses to your Oaths." He bathed in the 
moonlight, face upturned and eyes closed.

She took in the great expanse of sky. Even in the bright moonlight, everywhere she looked, there 
were stars, twinkling. Blinking. Staring. "Perhaps," unease crept into her voice, "we should join the 
others, Duke Bheren?"

"Of course." He drew one last, deep breath before following her downstairs.



The impromptu gathering of the Council had broken up, attendants showing the other Council 
members from the throne room. Lily gathered her cloak, noticing that Bheren had stopped a few paces 
ahead, between her and the exit.

He turned to face her. "Earlier, you invited me to do as I desire."

Lily stopped and spoke to him over her bare shoulder, "Of course, your Highness. What do you..." 
her voice dropped and a playful smile flitted across her lips, "...desire to do?" 

He spoke clearly, no trace of hesitation in his voice. "One of the things I've come to realize is that a 
leader must not do as they desire, they do what they must. It's the mathematics of rulership."

Her manner relaxed as she turned to face Bheren. She spoke softly and earnestly. "That is the main 
reason I did what I did this afternoon. I think you deserved the chance to demonstrate it to your 
subjects.  And to yourself." They stood facing each other for a moment.

"So I've passed your tests?" His eyebrow arched up.

She curtsied deeply. "If I may be excused. I have many things to do to be ready for tomorrow's 
Council, Du-" She cut herself off. "Pardon, your Highness," she concluded, smiling gently.

He nodded, returning her smile. "Magister Teskertin." 

She was striding past him, shoulder to shoulder, when she paused. "But I wonder," she asked herself
with great concern, just loud enough to only be heard by Bheren, "If a ruler is to do what he must, what
happens when I am what he must do?" She shook her head abjectly to the troubling conundrum as she 
stepped past him.

He blinked for a moment before breaking out in a deep blush.

A small hearth fire threw dancing shadows across the sparsely furnished bedroom. On the far wall, a
shelf of small figures and statuettes was barely visible behind a life-sized sculpture of a nude elven 
woman. The alabaster of the statue was infused with the warm glow of the fire. The workbench next to 
it was haphazardly stacked with scrolls, calipers, rulers, and brushes. Across from the hearth, there was 
a  bed with a sleeping robe laid out and a basket nearby for the day's clothes.

The attendant bowed quickly. "If there is nothing else Duke Bheren, the immediate staff and I shall 
retire for the night."

Bheren took a deep breath. "Tell me, the cistern in the washroom has enough water for a quick 
bath?"

"Yes, Duke Bheren, but it will take some time to warm it, I shall get-"

"No, leave it as is. I will bathe before I sleep, but you and the staff may go."

"Your Highness? The water is close to freez-"

"All the better. Dismissed."


