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To Sam Pfiester

Yes, I am still writing, sir
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Chapter One
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Janir found her way through the palace easily enough. It wasn’t that far from the library to the room with the corner view that she had been visiting every day for weeks now. She could sense his magic, leading her on like a home fire.

At the door, she paused, smoothing the skirt of her faded blue dress. Taking a deep breath, she knocked. When a low voice called from the other side, she slipped in.

It was not the most luxurious or opulent room. With no outer receiving room, it had been intended for a visiting steward or higher ranking servant. Nonetheless, the window seat beside the bed was long enough to recline and overlooked the castle’s main courtyard. From there, one had a view of every messenger and every procession that came and went.

As she slipped through, Saoven turned from the window. “Janir.” By the light of the cloudy day outside, he looked almost ordinary, almost mortal. 

There were already whispers and rumors about the castle. Karile, their enchanter friend, had heard several. The servants spoke of how the Argetallam girl visited Ambassador Camlann’s son alone. For that reason, Saoven had suggested that they be more discreet to spare her reputation, but Janir no longer cared. They would hate her regardless. She would rather spend time with Saoven than concern herself with the gossip of those she would never please.

Saoven had one arm in a sling and his broken ankle was encased in a plaster cast, propped up on pillows. He was still unhealthily pale. Beneath his starched white shirt, Janir could make out the dark outlines of karkaton blisters.

She had been captured and beaten by the Argetallams until she lost her memory. Saoven had been captured trying to save her. In the end, Janir had been able to save him, but not before he had been tortured and his ankle was broken to keep him from escaping.

All the same, he smiled, leaning against the cushion at his back. 

A chill wicked along the floor, but his smile sent a shiver of warmth down Janir’s spine. She shut the door. “How are you?” 

“Better. Now that you’re here.” He shifted, making room for her beside him. He always insisted on doing that despite her protests that she was fine on the floor.

Janir squished in beside him on the edge of the window seat. His good arm slid around her and she curled against his side. It felt like the most natural thing in the world. Of all the many uncertainties and mysteries that riddled her life these days, Saoven and the rightness of him were a welcome comfort.

“What have you brought me today?” Saoven nodded to the leather bound volume beneath her arm.

Janir flipped through the tattered pages. “It looks like a collection of poems.”

Saoven chuckled. “You didn’t check?”

“I thought I would surprise us both.”

Fingering her hair, Saoven made a comprehending sound. He just barely touched the ends—gentle, restrained. His eyes wandered to her lips and Janir was acutely aware of the way his parted and his eyes darkened ever so slightly. 

He leaned closer, but he didn’t kiss her. As much as she wanted him to kiss her, he simply rested his forehead against hers a moment before straightening.

Janir flipped through the book until she found an appealing title and began reading aloud. Saoven pulled her closer against his side and leaned back, relaxing.

She relished these quiet moments with Saoven, the moments when she was safe with him. He listened raptly to her voice, occasionally remarking on a passage or a verse. Sometimes he made her feel like the center of the universe.

A stirring in the courtyard below emanated from the window. Janir ignored it at first, but when shouts arose and soldiers rushed in all directions, she looked up. “What is it?”

Saoven peered through the glass pane, frowning. “I’m not certain.”

The two of them observed for a moment. A lone horseman had ridden in, armored and attired in a knight’s garb. His horse was splattered in mud as was the rider. The knight’s armor was scuffed and dinged, showing the signs of wear.

His horse was led away as he stumbled to a man in the Kecim household uniform.

“That’s the captain of the guard,” Saoven deduced. The furrow in his brow deepened. “It must have been urgent indeed if he came so quickly.” His eyes narrowed. “That knight is wearing the colors of Caersynn.”

It took Janir a moment to remember, but when she did, her chest tightened. “Caersynn? I thought they were still days out.”

“This man must have ridden ahead.” Saoven straightened. Janir shifted from the windowseat, giving him room to slide off. These past weeks, he had healed enough to walk, but was under orders from the physicians and his father to avoid strenuous activity. 

Janir offered him the one crutch he used, but he waved it off.

“I’m fine.” He rose stiffly, putting weight on his mending ankle.

“Easy.” Janir grabbed his good arm as he swayed. “Careful.”

“You worry too much, my love.” His fingers traced her jawline, thumb stroking gingerly down her chin. “Perhaps you can continue reading to me on the morrow.”

Janir plucked at the spine of the volume still in her hands. “You like it?”

“Of course. The Brevian romantics were always a favorite of mine. But if nothing else, I can hear your voice.” Saoven’s words slid over her like warm honey. 

Was it wrong they could enjoy one another’s company so much when the alarm had been raised outside? She set the book down beside the window seat before trotting to get the door for him. 

“I can get that myself.” When she held  the door anyway, Saoven touched her shoulder as he passed. 

In the hallway, all was quiet. Within the castle, news of the messenger and the disturbance had not yet reached this far. Glancing both ways, Saoven picked a direction and Janir followed at his side.

“Do you think the caravan is alright?” Janir asked.

Saoven’s mouth pressed into a line. “I doubt it. That rider was in too much of a hurry.”

Janir had suspected as much, but had been afraid to name her fears. “What do you think happened?”

“I cannot say,” Saoven confessed. “Though I am sure you know my suspicions.”

Janir did and all too well. Not far from here, just more than a day’s march, the city of Valmahken rose above them in the clouds.

They had barely reached the end of the hallway when Janir caught Karile’s familiar flicker of magic barreling in their direction. “Left,” she said, pointing down the corridor. “I think Karile is coming to tell us what’s happening.”

Saoven was used to her preternatural sensing of magic by now and leaned against the wall, waiting.

Sure enough, the enchanter came careening around the bend in a maelstrom of flapping robe and gangly limbs. “Janir! Saoven!”

Alarm shivered down Janir spine and she felt Saoven go tense against her side. “What is it?” She dared not move for fear of giving away her anxiety.

“I...just heard.” Karile skidded to a stop, panting. “The retinue was ambushed. Lord Caersynn is alright, but Lady Gwenna was taken.”

“Taken?” Saoven demanded, standing free. “What happened?”

Karile shook his head. “That’s all. Overheard the messenger telling Lord Kecim.” He gulped. “Gowther knew a secret tunnel past his father’s study.”

That had been almost supernaturally fast. Karile was as close Janir had ever seen to a born spy. 

Gowther was firstborn son and heir of Lord Kecim. An odd man who preferred his observation tower and star-charts to people, Karile had still befriended him in days. Lord Caersynn had been escorting Gwenna, the daughter of Lord Reiladamon and the betrothed of Gowther, to Laress for her wedding. They couldn’t be more than a day away.

The enchanter recovered his breath. “She was taken by a contingent of highlanders.”

“The enchanters with them should have been more than capable of handling that!” Saoven balked in disbelief.

“Yes, but the enchanters were overwhelmed. A woman in red was with them and she overran the men. Probably Zhamarza.”

A cold chill settled over Janir’s entire body. “Zhamarza?” If Zhamarza was attacking Brevians, she was likely still in league with the Argetallams.

“Yes. Are you alright?”

“Fine.” Janir cleared her throat, clinging to her last bits of self composure. “Just fine.”

“Lord Caersynn will be here shortly,” Karile added. “I know he’s eager to see you.”

“Janir?”

“Yes?” Janir had gripped Saoven’s arm unusually tight, but released it sharply. “Forgive me. Lady Gwenna had powers, you said? A clairvoyant?” She looked away.

“They most likely want her for ransom,” Saoven hesitantly added. “I don’t believe they’ll hurt her, Janir. She’s far more valuable alive.”

Janir could only pray he was right. Argetallams were masters of torture, but when it came to those with magic, few fates could be worse.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two


[image: image]




Several hours passed from the time the messenger arrived to when the retinue’s survivors stumbled into the castle. Lord Caersynn requested Janir’s presence almost at once.

With Karile and Saoven on either side, Janir rounded a corner into a gallery. The walls were bedecked with tapestries attesting to the needlepoint prowess of the Kecim women. There were colorful depictions of hunt scenes and banquets, happy, carefree places that Janir would’ve loved to visit in that moment.

“Janir?” Karile frowned, looking her over.

She took deep breaths. It wasn’t this bad. There was absolutely no reason for her to be panicking like this.

“Is something wrong?” Saoven touched her arm.

The elf and enchanter had offered to accompany her to the reintroduction with her foster-father. She still had only the vaguest memories of the man.

“I’m fine,” she replied, still refusing to move. “I just—”

“He doesn’t bite, Janir,” Karile assured her. “I promise.”

Janir attempted a smile, but the result was more akin to a grimace. 

“Janir, you said you trust us,” Karile said. “It’ll be alright.”

“I trust you, but—” 

“No buts.” 

“I know, but—”

Karile cut her off with a groan of frustration. 

“Carissima.”  Saoven lightly caressed the side of her face with his finger tips.

Janir closed her eyes, enjoying the tender way he touched her. She thought she would never tire of the way he touched her. 

“Armandius loves you as a daughter.”

“You told me.” She plucked at the hem of her sleeve.

“He wants only what’s best for you,” Saoven added.

Janir sighed.

Saoven’s fingers slid down and lifted her chin to meet his gaze. “As do I.”

In his eyes, she could see all her feelings for him reflected back. It was the most breathtaking view she could imagine.

“I can’t fathom what you are going through.” Saoven brushed back the loose strands of hair from her face. “Not having any memory of half your life, but I want to help you as best I can.”

Janir smiled wanly. “If it weren’t for you, this castle would be occupied by the armies of the Stlavish sultan.”

Saoven smiled back. “I rather think it was a group effort.” He pecked her forehead. “Trust me, Armandius is not someone you ever have to fear. He wants to help you, too.”

Karile coughed. “Yes, well, I’m still here. In case you two forgot. Try not to let this get too awkward.”

Janir turned to the enchanter. Before she could reply, the door down the hall burst open. Out came a man in stained traveling clothes with a green-tinted sword hanging from his hip. Janir realized at once that the sword was interwoven with old, weathered magic. It must be the Third and its wearer must be Lord Caersynn. She stared at the man, fighting to recall him, but her mind was blank as fresh parchment.

“Lord Caersynn.” Karile bowed.

Armandius Caersynn was nearing the end of his prime with a dark red head of hair beginning to show streaks of silver. His was beard uneven from weeks of traveling. His build was solid and muscular, but not as lean as Saoven. There were dark circles bruised around his eyes. He was tall, towering above Janir’s head.

Janir swallowed as this man—this stranger—strode toward her. He came straight for her without speaking, then drew up short, his face twisting as though in pain. Janir realized she had taken a step back, partially hiding herself behind Saoven.

“Janir?” Armandius spoke her name cautiously, like a hunter not wanting to frighten off his quarry. “Janir, it’s me.” He watched her hopefully, as though he had fully trusted that, upon seeing him, she would remember.

But she didn’t.

“Lord Caersynn,” she said, her voice coming out as more of a croak. 

“My father told you she does not remember. She cannot,” Saoven added, keeping his voice calm, reasoning.

Armandius took a step forward. “Janir...” 

Inadvertently, Janir moved closer to Saoven.

The gesture didn’t escape Armandius. Janir noticed him scrutinize their entwined hands with a frown of disapproval. Was Armandius going to separate her from Saoven? He could, if he was her guardian. 

“Janir...” Saoven’s voice was calm and persuasive, like someone coaxing a puppy from under a bed. 

Janir stared at the man behind Saoven, wishing he could’ve let her have more time to prepare. Then again, they’d known he was coming for weeks. She swallowed. 

“Go on.” Saoven urged, nudging her toward the High Lord. “It’s alright.” He released her hand. 

Armandius forced a weak smile. “My child...” He took another step toward her.

This time, Janir didn’t retreat. She trusted Saoven and if he said this man would die for her, she would believe it. 

Armandius drew up short again. He sighed and glanced sideways. For a moment, he looked so very old.

Finding her voice, Janir managed to speak. “Do you...do you need to rest? I know you have been through much today.”

Armandius smiled wanly. “No, I’ll be fine. Would you...can I show you something?” 

Janir glanced to Saoven and Karile.

The enchanter made playful shooing motions and Saoven nodded. “It’s alright.”

Janir took a deep breath. She looked back to Armandius. “Alright.”

Armandius bobbed his head once. “Very well, then. It’s this way.” He turned and made to return back down the hallway. 

Janir stayed put.

“Go on,” Saoven urged. “That man nearly started a civil war over you. It will be fine.”

Janir hesitated, sharing a final glance with the elf. “He knows now.” She kept her voice down, almost in a whisper.

The corners of Saoven’s mouth turned up slightly. “It will be me he comes after, not you.” 

That statement did little to reassure her, but she finally capitulated and trotted after Armandius, who waited by an archway. She followed him, but secretly took comfort in the cool weight of the black rods stowed in her boots.

***
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Outside, it had stopped raining, but the courtyard was dotted with muddy puddles beneath the gauzed sky. Janir followed Armandius, having some difficulty keeping up with his long, swift strides. He had brought her to the stables. 

Very little conversation had passed between the two of them. Neither seemed certain of what to say to the other. The few words they did exchange had been enough to frustrate Janir at her lack of memory. Armandius must have realized he was making things worse. 

He led the way into Lord Kecim’s stables. The stone floor was scattered with wet straw and the air was thick with the musty-sweet smell of horses. 

Janir was glad that she had worn boots, the light slippers usually worn by ladies would’ve all but fallen apart on the rough ground. She almost ran into Armandius when he suddenly stopped at the front of a large stall. 

Inside was a stallion with the build of meticulous breeding under his thick winter coat. There were stains on his legs and mud splattered on his belly from weeks of traveling. He was a deep bay with a thick black mane and tail. His ears flicked attentively as he chomped at the straw in his manger. 

Janir stared at the horse. When spring came and his coat was sleek and short, he would be a sight to behold. Even in his shaggy winter fashion, he was gorgeous. 

Janir realized that while she stared at the stallion, Armandius stared at her. She ducked her head, one hand fisting in the folds of her skirt.

“This is Kalbo,” Armandius explained. “He’s been yours since he was a yearling.”

Before Janir had the chance to reply, Kalbo, the horse, turned his head at Armandius’ voice. Kalbo snorted and was at the front of his stall in an instant. He nickered, nostrils flaring, enthusiastically nuzzling Janir’s neck. 

Janir jumped back, startled. “Not so fast!” 

Kalbo nickered again and watched her with pricked ears.

Armandius observed their exchange with a strange expression on his face—one halfway between amusement and sadness. He patted the stallion’s muscular neck. 

Janir stood back, watching her foster-father and the powerful creature that seemed to know her. She had a misty idea that hovered in the back of her mind that she’d...that there had been a bay stallion. It wasn’t a memory, it wasn’t strong enough for that, but the thought was there. Why would it be there for an animal, but not someone as important as Armandius? Had the Lord Argetallam simply taken his place in her mind?

“After...” Armandius paused. “When you were gone, he paced his stall for days.” Armandius stroked Kalbo’s coat absently. “Then I received word from Velaskas that you were safe and it was time to bring Lady Reiladamon here.” Armandius stopped petting the horse. He sighed and closed his eyes. Again, Janir thought how tired he looked.

“Father...” Janir frowned. 

“Yes?”

Janir blinked. Her mind went foggy in an instant. “I’m sorry...I...”

“Janir?” 

“Yes?” 

Armandius opened his mouth to speak, but swallowed the words. “Never mind.” He looked back inside the stallion’s stall as if he’d dropped something.

Kalbo was still standing with his chest flush against the front, eyeing her intently.

Carefully, Janir extended her hand out to the stallion. He nosed it affectionately. His long whiskers tickled her palm and she giggled.

Kalbo lowered his muzzle, his height allowing him to reach further over the top of his stall than most horses. He nosed her fingers, lips nibbling at her hands.

Janir could still see Armandius watching her. She didn’t look at him, but he scarcely moved. Janir cleared her throat, feeling she should say something, anything not to do with the attack today. “Did...did you give me Kalbo?” she asked, the name tasting odd on her tongue.

Armandius straightened a little. “After a manner of speaking.”

“Tell me.” Saoven and Karile had been taking turns lately, telling her stories that they knew. While it did little to bring back what was lost, learning her memories could hardly be harmful, could it? At least it couldn’t hurt to hear one more.

Armandius sighed. “You were about eleven or ten. I think...” He appeared contemplative. “It doesn’t really matter.” Armandius waved his hand as though brushing off the thought. “My head groom, Elivri, had been teaching you to ride and you were doing so well that we decided it was time for you to have your own horse.”

Janir listened, running her fingers through Kalbo’s wiry mane as the animal lipped her other hand.

“So at the end of the year, I took you to the yearling pens and told you to pick one.” Armandius shifted, one boot scuffing on the stone. “You were so excited...you ran around the outside of the pens, peering at all the colts and fillies. I could tell you were struggling to choose.” Armandius laughed, a brief, staccato noise that faded away as soon as it sounded, but was still laced with tenderness and nostalgia. 

Janir kept her eyes on him, prompting him to go on.

“Then you saw this...” Armandius frowned, trying to find the right words. “This filthy bag of bones standing in one corner. You looked between that thing and all the others and you told me he was the one you wanted.” 

Janir glanced to Kalbo. This towering specimen hardly held resemblance to an emaciated colt.

“I tried to talk you out of it, of course, but you were persistent. You kept reminding me of how I’d said you could pick one and that was the one you’d chosen. When I asked you why, you said that it was because he needed you to take care of him the most.” Armandius rubbed the back of his neck. “I was sure he would be dead within a week, but I let you put him in our stables anyway. Dame Selila almost had to drag you to bed—you wanted to spend the night in his stall.” 

Kalbo nickered suddenly, as though agreeing. 

“First thing the next morning, you were off to the stables again. You practically lived in his stall, making sure that he ate and was comfortable. You talked of nothing but him at dinner. I remember dreading how crushed you would be when he died.”

Janir listened to Armandius’ story, more focused on the way he said the words, the way he told the story with a nostalgic, almost longing. 

“But as the days wore into weeks, I started to wonder. Three months later, I went out to the stables looking for you and found you brushing one of the finest colts I’d ever seen.” Armandius patted Kalbo’s neck and the horse nickered again. “He would follow you anywhere, with or without a bridle.”

Janir stroked Kalbo’s cheek. If they had bonded like that, it would explain why the horse had remembered her—even if she couldn’t remember him. “Even if...” Janir hesitated. She turned to Armandius. “Even if I never remember everything, I do know.”

Armandius’ brow creased slightly. “Know what?”

Janir dropped off, hesitating. “You must have loved my mother very much.”

“Yes.” Armandius blinked.

“You must love me very much.”

“I do.”

“Then that’s good enough for me.”

Next thing she knew, Armandius had wrapped her in a smothering embrace. It was awkward, a little uncomfortable, but after a moment, Janir hugged him back. 

He was more father to her than the Lord Argetallam ever had been.
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Chapter Three
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“I’m not sure we should be here,” Janir protested.

“Shh! If we get caught, tell everyone it was my idea. My father will be disappointed in me, but that’s nothing new. Agreed?” Gowther gave a pert snap of his chin without waiting for a response. It was the first show of imperiousness Janir had seen from the young nobleman yet.

Karile nodded, crouching lower to have a better view through the peephole. “Sounds fair enough.”

Janir bit her lip. Hadn’t Karile once confessed he got her into more trouble than she knew what to do with? Why did they need to spy in the first place? Wouldn’t they hear the results of this meeting soon enough as it was?

They were in a laird’s lug, a small alcove in the wall of Lord Kecim’s audience chamber. Gowther had found Karile and Janir in the library and asked them if they would like to attend the meeting of the High Lords. Janir hadn’t realized until he brought them that they weren’t supposed to be present. 

Janir appeared to be alone in her reservations. Karile peered shamelessly into the audience chamber, crouching and squinting for a better view.

Tiny peepholes disguised as designs in the masonry dotted one side. The hideaway was more than a little dusty as it had most likely been years since it had last been cleaned, but it still afforded them a fine view.

Gowther’s marriage had been a matter of some import. All the High Lords and many other lesser lords had arrived for the occasion. They had come to celebrate a wedding and instead found themselves addressing an abduction.

Lord Caersynn sat at the table with shoulders rounded. His golden, emerald-studded circlet threatened to slip off his head. Beside him was Lord Reiladamon, Gwenna’s father, donning mask of neutrality as he discussed their next course of action. Several of the High Lords sat with their backs to Karile, Janir, and Gowther, but their slanted postures and heavy exhales belied they were just as weary.

All the High Lords were present save for the High King who was supposed to arrive in a week. Janir had heard that terms of Gwenna’s release had been delivered through a rather shaken shepherd boy. That was all she knew for certain.

The chair of the House of Virgard, usually occupied by the High King, was now taken up by his nephew, a man of Armandius’ generation with a dark beard and grave expression. 

The High Lords were mostly alone in the room, save for one or two attendants, three very familiar elves, and a man in his late twenties who stood behind the seat of Lord Meliard. Karile had pointed the younger man out as Sir Drianar, the younger brother of Janir’s mother. Janir wondered if she had ever met him. More than that, she wondered if he hated her as Karile said her grandfather did. 

“Do we know where Lady Gwenna was taken?” Lord Virgard began.

Armandius responded in a monotone. “It is possible she was removed to the mountain city of Valmahken, but we have no way of knowing for certain.”

“Why my daughter?” Lord Reiladamon demanded abruptly, clearing his throat an instant later.

“My lord—”

Reiladamon batted away his valet. “No, why would they take Lady Gwenna if they wanted a prisoner exchange? A princess for a future High Lady hardly seems adequate.”

Armandius lowered his gaze.

“Do you have nothing to say, Lord Caersynn?” Kecim’s tone was laced with accusation. He offhandedly flicked a weathered parchment across the table. “The ransom demand was addressed to you. It does make one wonder.”

“What?” Armandius’ sharp eyes cut into Kecim. “What does it make one wonder?”

Reiladamon straightened. “That is my daughter.”

Ignoring Reiladamon, Kecim was undaunted by Armandius’ challenge. “Her ladyship was in your care for several months. Those of a more scandalous mind may speculate—”

Armandius’ fists slammed down on the thick wooden table, rattling the whole thing. “You insult my honor and that of the Lady Gwenna!” 

Velaskas and Lord Dulmarst, the lord of the Dawn Plains, stepped forward and spoke quickly to Armandius. At their words, he leaned back into his chair, but said nothing.

Kecim himself sat straight as a reed, blinking at Caersynn. Janir had a feeling that there was more to the sudden eruption than Kecim’s allegations. 

As soon as Armandius had taken a breath, Sir Drianar spoke. He spoke quickly, as if attempting to put as many words as possible between that exchange and the present. “We all have the utmost faith in the word of Lord Caersynn and the honor of Lord Reiladamon’s daughter.”

Janir thought it rather crass for a future father-by-law to imply Gwenna had bedded another High Lord. In a room full of witnesses including the bride’s father, no less.

Drianar continued. “We came here to discuss our next course of action. The Lady Gwenna must be recovered, in that much we agree.”

There were nods from around the table. Beside Janir, Karile shifted in anticipation. 

“What we have not decided, is in what manner this should be handled.” Drianar glanced around the table. “They wish to trade the Argetallam girl for Lady Gwenna.” Drianar didn’t even speak Janir’s name. 

Janir’s heart seized. The Argetallams were bartering to get her back? Visions of black rods, black welts, and black dungeons flashed before her. If she could have forgotten anything, why couldn’t it have been that?

Karile patted her arm in the dark.

“It seems a suspiciously straightforward trade,” Lord Orsmar remarked.

Saoven spoke calmly, but his lips pressed between breaths. “You would hand over the savior of Brevia? She is the only reason this city yet stands.”

Janir had never been called the savior of Brevia, but it felt wrong, like a crown too heavy for her head.

“Having an Argetallam allied to us could be beneficial,” Dulmarst pointed out. “If we ever experience something such as the Enchanter’s Uprising of King Corberre’s reign, we will have a solution.”

These people were horrible.

Armandius made to speak, but then sharply clamped his mouth shut. His knuckles whitened around the armrests of his chair.

Drianar drew a breath. “Do you think the Argetallams expect their terms to be met? Could this be a ruse whilst they have some other motive?”
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