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Spring came late to Errinjar, capital of the kingdom bearing the same name, and for days on end, storm clouds obscured the sun. Damp penetrated the wooden walls of the poorer districts, in which was situated an inn often frequented by soldiers too old or crippled to work. In one of the few private chambers, a meager fire subsided into a heap of ashes. A woman of middle years but with a soldier’s strong build sat before the hearth, carefully facing the door, wrapped in a palace guard’s cloak. At the sound of footsteps outside, she reached for the sword that lay, still sheathed, at her feet.

“Venise, it’s me. May I come in?”

“You need not ask.”

The latch lifted and Jessyr, Prince of Errinjar, entered. Venise relaxed against the back of the chair, for Jessyr was the one of the few people in the city against whom she need not be on guard. She had held him when he was but a few hours old, taken up from the body of the mother who died birthing him. His father had met her gaze, each of them astonished at seeing a newborn babe. The memory still had the power to melt her heart.

When Venise moved to rise, Jessyr protested, “Please, do not overtax yourself on my account. I recently learned how ill you’ve been.” Nevertheless, Venise got to her feet. “Please,” he said again.

Venise sensed the distress behind that single word. “Tell me,” she said, managing a smile as she sat down.

He responded with an engaging smile. “You were the most loyal of my father’s guards...” His voice broke, and Venise imagined him thinking, I miss him so much!

He doesn’t know. He must never know.

“I needed to see for myself how you fared,” he said. “I would have visited earlier, had I known where you were. I thought you might have returned home—Garranja Province?”

“No,” she said. “I’ve been here.”

On the day Jessyr’s stepmother, the dowager-consort, had been declared regent, Venise had resigned from the palace guards. Princess Emilianara of Caratha could not by law and custom be crowned queen, but that did not prevent her from putting her own people into positions of power and forcing out everyone else.

I should have done more than resign. In the throes of the lung fever, Venise had almost come to plunging a dagger through her heart—the same dagger the king had given her on the night they first lay in each other’s arms. She had taken it out, run her fingers along the length of steel, and felt for the space between her ribs. In the end, she had trusted the fever to do its work. It had failed her.

“What brings you to my door, Your Highness?”

“Jess. Call me Jess, as you used to do.”

Venise capitulated. “Well then, Jess. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve come to ask a favor.”

With one hand, Venise indicated the poor quality of the room, silently questioning what she could offer him.

He lowered himself to the edge of the pallet bed. “You served my father–as advisor as well as palace guard. I want you to do the same for me.”

So like his father, coming straight to the point. Venise restrained a sigh. I’ve got to stop thinking like that. Brinnar is gone and I must live what remains of my life without him.

“As you see, I’m hardly fit for duty,” she pointed out.

“Not my physical protection. At least, I hope it won’t come to that.” He shifted on the wooden frame. “I need people I can trust, people with experience and wisdom–now, rather than waiting for my coronation.”

Venise nodded, thinking how many others would care only for the pomp and luxury of the throne and not the responsibilities it carried.

“The thing is–” and here, Jessyr leaned forward, elbows on his knees, “—I’m not entirely sure the coronation is actually going to take place. Every time I ask about preparations, my stepmother puts me off. Says not to trouble myself about it. Or gets irate that I’m questioning her competence as regent.”

Venise thought that if Emilianara was fobbing the heir to the throne off with arguments like that, she deserved to have her competence questioned. “So you’re determined to prepare yourself as best you can.”

“No.” He shook his head. “As best as we can.”

A feeling stirred inside Venise, one she’d thought was gone forever. Brinnar had had a gift for bringing people together, even those who had been his adversaries. Her answer was already decided.

“You will, of course, be given quarters in the palace,” Jess said.

“I will, of course, decline the offer.” At his questioning look, she explained, “If you do need a bodyguard, I’ll bed down in the outer chamber of your quarters–” or across your threshold, as Brinnar used to joke, “but as that is not yet the case, it’s best that I am free to come and go, and observe.”

“You probably won’t want to wear your old uniform then, even with a badge of my personal service?”

She would need a reason to be in the palace without having to explain her position to every cadet she encountered in the hallways. “I’ll take the badge,” she said, “and have a word with the captain.”

“Done, although the old captain retired just after you did.” Jessyr named the replacement, a man Venise didn’t know well but thought reasonably competent.

After Jessyr took his leave, Venise gazed into the glow of the embers for a long time.

~oOo~

That same day, Venise resumed her sword practice and began walking in the city. Her body needed the exercise to recover strength after her illness, but more than that, she needed to reacquaint herself with the world beyond her chamber. Last night’s storm had passed, leaving the day fresh and mild. Despite the new paint on the shops and the ribbons in the manes of the ladies' horses, Venise noticed an unease in the streets. It was not unusual for country folk to make their way to Errinjar during the winter months, but too many of these people looked like foreigners–Zalloans, by their complexions. Venise had learned soldiering in the border skirmishes there, until Brinnar’s treaty brought peace.

The closer Venise got to the palace, the more angry mutterings she heard. At the head of a rough procession marched a man in formal robes, some kind of clerk. There was a ruckus at the front gate, where the clerk was questioned by the palace guards before being admitted. Most of the crowd dispersed, leaving only a scattering of men. Venise walked up to one of them, a thin, haggard older fellow. On the side of his neck, she recognized the tattoo of a Zalloan adult, a man of standing.
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