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Dedication

 

To My Son

I miss you more than I can say

Happy Birthday

Forever Sixteen

You would have been twenty two today
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A Note on the Units of Time and Distance

Smaller units of time are measured in terms of water.

 

A droplet would be equivalent to a moment. 

A drop would equal a fifty droplets

A wave is approximately one and a half hours, or five hundred droplets

 

Weeks are called griels

Years are referred to as farials

 

The people of Castrial don’t have months.

 

A week has nine days in it

 

Stephiel – Named after the deity of light

Madiel – Named after the deity of death

Astriel – Named after the deity of mountains

Rajiel – Named after the deity of animals

Kayiel – Named after the deity of plants

Flowiel – Named after the deity of water

Joniel – Named after the deity of fire

Niriel – Named after the deity of chaos

Liviel – Named after the deity of air

 

While the days are named after various deities, Castrilians, especially the upper class are not religious at all, and religion is not a part of their life.

 

Kar – A unit of distance that is twenty seven kires long

Kire – A smaller unit of distance which is fifty seven borits long

Borit – Even smaller unit of distance which is seventeen iodes long

Iode – A unit of distance, which is the measure of a hand, or equal to two hinors

Hinor – A unit of distance that is the length of a middle finger


Keylin
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Lucian and Alaric
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Bertram’s study had always been his refuge. Coming back to Castrial after spending most of his life in Garaner, he had struggled to adjust to everything from the food to the customs to finally having to take the reins of his estate.

The study was the only room in the house—his ancestral home—that he felt as his. Even his bedroom was not his in the same way since it had been his father’s before him. But this room, it was his, from the desk where he worked to the bookshelves on the wall to his left to the books inside them. It had been a side hall in his father’s time and spacious as such rooms were wont to be. 

It suited Bertram’s needs, and he had no need for a side hall.

But right now, being inside the study was not helping him as he stared balefully at the man he considered his best friend. 

“You let him have her?” he demanded, his voice rising. “Alaric?”

Despite his anger, Bertram kept his voice low enough that no one could overhear them. Not that anyone would. His study was warded heavily, but that was no excuse for him to raise his voice no matter how much he wanted to. The thought of Keylin in Alaric’s power was like a knife in his chest, and he pulled at his collar, ripping off a few buttons from how hard he tugged. 

It didn’t make it easier to breathe, the suffocation only increasing.

The muted lights in the room cast everything in shade including the maroon of Lucian’s coat, the white of his tunic and the beige of his pants. The emblem of the Blade of Castrial—a blade wreathed in flames—was emblazoned on his chest, and a larger version would be on his back.

Lucian was here in his uniform, and Bertram should be grateful that he came here straight from the auction, but he wasn’t. He was upset and angry as he fought the impulse to yell and curse and scream.

But he wanted to. Every time he thought of Keylin’s situation, he wanted to.

Lucian exhaled. “When Alaric was reinstated, ‘His Majesty compensated him by giving him an estate and a reward in gold,” he said. “As such he could have outbid me. All I have to show for income is my pay, and hence I can never go as high as him.”

“But I’m giving you the money,” Bertram said, confused. “I told you I would, no matter how high you had to go.”

Bertram could afford it. His estates and businesses had done well before he took the reins, but now, they were doing even better. To the point, people had started asking him for advice.

Money was not an issue, but Keylin–

“Yes,” Lucian said. “But it was I who was there, Bertram, not you. I couldn’t have bid that high without someone suspecting something fishy, and the last thing I want is to lose what little I have of His Majesty’s favour.” He paused. “You could have outbid him, but you chose not to be involved openly, whatever your reasons, so don’t give me that look.”

Bertram sighed. “You know what people would have said, if I had bought her,” he said. “Lucian, I was her fiancé, and it… surely, you knew how it would look if I had gone there to bid for her! I had to work through you.”

“And when you suggested it, I told you then itself that I had limitations,” Lucian said gently. “I’m sorry, Bertram, but seems to me like we both chose other matters over her.”

Fair. Bertram couldn’t question that. “But Alaric… you know he hates their entire family. It has been evident even at the start of this investigation… Lucian, what if he hurts her? What if he–” He clamped his lips shut, unable to say the word rape. His chest tightened when he thought of Keylin. Fear clutched his heart.

“Yes, he hates their family,” Lucian conceded. “For all that, he had been completely fair during the investigation. I’m sorry, Bertram. I saw the evidence and talked to the witnesses myself. There is no doubt that Giles did it.”

It was hard to swallow, but Bertram trusted Lucian. “What if he hurts her?” he said again, his voice feeble. 

Even if there were laws against raping slaves, which there weren’t, but even if they did, he doubted anyone could do anything to Alaric. In the Echelon, he ranked second, next only to His Majesty. To the world, he and Lucian ranked the same, but Bertram was no child and knew that His Majesty considered Alaric before Lucian now.

“Lucian,” he said hesitantly. “Are you sure Alaric is innocent?”

Lucian turned away, avoiding Bertram’s eyes, shoulders hunched, as he stared down. He looked diminished and that reminded Bertram Lucian and Alaric had been friends once. 

Bertram had never known Alaric; by the time he returned to Castrial, the man had already been exiled for the murder of his predecessor.

A charge he had been cleared of now, with new evidence coming to light. Bertram could only imagine how difficult it might be for Lucian. Though he didn’t know the details, Bertram had a feeling Alaric’s past conviction and exile and the souring of his friendship with Lucian was connected. 

Sometimes Bertram wished he had known Lucian longer than he did. It could be argued that they had known each other all their lives since Bertram and Lucian had first met when they were both babies, a meeting neither of them remembered now. Bertram had spent nearly all his life abroad, in Garaner, and had returned only when it seemed like war was imminent between the two countries, five farials ago. Lucian had been the first person he had called on, and they had grown closer since then, almost brothers.

“The evidence against him back then seemed certain,” Lucian said, but his voice was flat in the way it got when he was trying to keep his emotions from showing. His face was still turned away from Bertram, but his shoulders were rigid, as if he was barely keeping himself together. “He never denied it when I asked, so I never had cause to doubt his guilt. But now, the new evidence is compelling, and explains why he never denied it. He was protecting his mother.”

Bertram sighed. “Lucian, do you think he will do anything to Keylin?”

Lucian shrugged, but it was stiff. “The Alaric I knew once wouldn’t, but I hardly know him now, Bertram. All I can say is that Keylin will not be sexually assaulted in his household. That’s all I can be certain about.”

Bertram digested it in silence. It was not much of a reassurance, but it was better than nothing. 

“How do you know?” he asked. “You yourself said you don’t know him anymore.”

“True,” Lucian said, turning to face him, and his eyes held a conviction which was more reassuring than his words. “But there are some basic things about a man’s character that don’t change with circumstances. Alaric may say unkind things, but he would never physically harm someone in his power.” Lucian sounded sad, as if he hated that Alaric would say unkind things.

“You sound like you don’t like it,” Bertram said.

“We were friends once,” Lucian said, a barely noticeable tremble to his lips and voice. “I never wanted him to turn bitter and unkind. I’m partly to blame for not investigating further.”

“I’m sure you did all you could,” Bertram said. “I just… I wish that the laws spared Keylin.”

“The laws don’t spare anyone,” Lucian said turning away from Bertram again. “They never have. It’s fine. She’ll be fine. Perhaps you can ask Alaric if he will sell her to you.”

There was a faint mocking tone in Lucian’s voice, and Bertram felt his cheeks burn. Was Lucian being unkind on purpose? Why? Did he think Bertram didn’t care for Keylin enough?

If I did, I would have gone to that auction to get her. If I did, we wouldn’t be in this situation.

If he was honest with himself, he would have to acknowledge his anger was directed more at himself than at Lucian. He should have gone to that auction, no matter what the world thought. He had thought to preserve his own and Keylin’s good names and this was the result.

But would Keylin’s good name have been preserved if Lucian had been the one to have bought her?

Lucian might have been betrothed to Keylin’s sister before Dew’s death, but he was still not related to her. Keylin’s family might have considered him part of theirs, and Lucian might love them as if they were his family, but at the end of the day, Lucian was as much a stranger as Alaric was.

Perhaps Bertram should have married Keylin despite everything. If he had, she at least would have been safe. If Dew hadn’t died…

Guilt reared its head at the thought. Dew had been Lucian’s fiance, and here Betram stood, thinking of her death as an inconvenience that prevented him from marrying Keylin. He couldn’t forget how devastated Lucian had been back then. Even then, he had tried to comfort everyone else. Keylin, her parents, her aunt, her cousin, even him.

“Well?” Lucian asked, turning to him again, his expression cold. “Are you going to ask him to sell her to you?” 

Fury rose in Bertram again and he throttled it. He had no call to blame Lucian over this. The fault lay with him, after all. 

“Perhaps I will ask him,” he said stiffly.

Lucian’s gaze held his steadily and he said tonelessly. “At the very least, Alaric won’t laugh you out of his house.”

Bertram frowned. There were times when he couldn’t understand Lucian at all. But Bertram was tired. 

“I’m sorry,” he said finally when the silence between them had grown oppressive. “I shouldn’t have blamed you… It’s not your fault… It’s mine. I should have gone there. You’re right. I prioritised other things over her.”

And in doing so, he had let not just her, but himself down. He had lost sight of what was most important, and he was paying the price now.

He couldn’t even blame Keylin if she decided she wanted nothing to do with him now. But he would still do what he could now. If it wasn’t too late, he would do what he should already have done.

“I’ll talk to Alaric,” Lucian said after a droplet. “I don’t know that he’ll listen, but… he’ll at least meet you.”

Bertram’s chest tightened and his eyes prickled. “Thank you,” he said, his voice cracking.

Lucian shook his head with a gentle smile as he stepped towards him and enveloped him in a hug. Bertram held on, desperately, his tears flowing free finally. Lucian said nothing, just held him and let him break down. 

“Thank you,” Bertram whispered when he could talk again. 

Lucian let him go and Bertram steped back, dabbing his eyes with his sleeve. Lucian took out a handkerchief and held it out to him. Bertram chuckled as he took it, wiping his eyes and blowing his nose.

“You need to talk to your mother,” Lucian said. “Tell her what you’re planning to do. She can do some mitigation of whatever damage you think will happen reputation-wise.”

Bertram nodded. “I’ll do that.”

“I should go,” Lucian said. “I still have work to do. No need to show me out, go talk to your mother. I’ll let you know what Alaric said.”

Bertram’s vision blurred again as Lucian opened the door and stepped out. Bertram crumpled to the floor, sobs breaking out again.

“I’m so sorry, Keylin,” he whispered. 

But his breaking down didn’t help her, and he had to think of her now. He had been selfish and whatever she suffered in Alaric’s house would be due to him. He had to think of her and how to help her.

Without her, he was nothing, his life meaningless. Loving her had taught him more about himself and about life than all his previous farials of life. 

How could he have let her down so badly?

Bertram rose on shaky legs and went outside. A simple charm to take care of his puffy, red eyes and nose had him ready to meet his mother. At this time, she was likely to be in the garden or her sitting room. 

He found her in one of the gazebos in the garden, having tea and chatting with her companion, Eleina, a distant relative who had been with them for as long as Bertram could remember.

“Bertram!” his mother said. “Were you looking for me?”

He sat down next to her. “I need to speak to you privately, Mother.”

“I’ll be admiring the roses,” Eleina said, rising in a graceful motion and bowing to him before leaving.

His mother cast a privacy spell, that would ensure no one could listen in on them. “What is it, son?”

“Lucian was here. Keylin and her family have been purchased by Alaric.”

His mother gasped, her hand going to her breast. “Oh Bertram!” she said, face pale. “How dreadful! That horrid man! What are you going to do?”

Bertram looked away from her. “I’m going to visit him,” he said. “I’ll ask him if he will consider selling her to me, and if he agrees, I’ll petition His Majesty to let me free her so I can marry her.”

It was drastic, and he knew it. It was risky as fuck, but Bertram didn’t care. He could no longer bear the thought of her being a slave or in another man’s power. Lucian might say she was safe in Alaric’s house, but Bertram couldn’t trust it.

He couldn’t trust Alaric. 

“Are you sure about this, Bertram?” his mother asked, sounding troubled.

“His Majesty is aware that Keylin and I were engaged,” he said. “He would understand that my feelings haven’t changed, and that… she’s innocent in this. She cannot be held responsible for her father’s crime!”

“That’s not what I mean,” his mother said. “The laws are harsh, but they apply to everyone, Bertram. You can’t make a case for Keylin when the rest of her family remain as slaves. Even if Alaric agrees to let you buy her, do you think she will agree to it? Transferring her to you requires her consent as well.”

Which was true. Though someone could be enslaved without their consent and sold in auction, every subsequent sale required their consent. It made no sense to Bertram, but it was the law. His mother was right that Keylin would never agree to leave his family for a life with Bertram. That was just not who she was. It was one of the many, many, things Bertram loved about her.

There was nothing about her he didn’t love, nothing she could do or say that would make him not love her. 

“I’ll buy them all then,” he declared. 

It wouldn’t bankrupt him. But he didn’t think that the King would accede to any request he might make for Keylin’s sake if he learned that Bertram was in ownership of her family as well.

“You have to do what you think best,” his mother said, placing a hand over his, her expression showing her concern. “But think it through, Bertram. Before you do anything, think.”

Bertram nodded. He intended to think, but he would not leave Keylin in Alaric’s power any more than could absolutely be helped. 
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Julia, the head servant sighed as she looked at Keylin and her family. She was around the same age as Keylin’s mother and looked careworn, but her eyes were flinty. She drummed her fingers on the desk at which she sat, which obscured her lower half from view.

“And what am I supposed to do with you?” She glared at Alaric who was leaning against a wall, legs crossed and a smirk on his face. “What am I supposed to do with them? Slaves? Really?” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “There’s not enough work for even the servants we have.”

Keylin clenched her fists at the side, body going rigid. Why the fuck did Alaric even buy them if they didn’t have anything to do here?

They must have been in the servants’ quarters, since they entered through a side door, but the place looked better than any servants’ quarters Keylin had seen including the one in her former mansion. The room was ridiculously large with a very high ceiling. The walls were a soft pink, orbs of light adding brightness to the room. There was a floor length window on one side, which showed a beautifully landscaped garden. Keylin and her family were seated on a couch and armchairs that had no business being here. It was furnished more like the receiving room of a grand mansion, and yet, the sight Keylin had of the house when they got here had shown the place was only moderately sized.

Alaric was the only one standing since Julia was sitting at a desk, glaring daggers at the man who employed her. It was behaviour that would have got any servant in her house punished, but Alaric looked amused rather than offended or angry.

Next to her Benji fidgeted. Her father was not in the room, a manservant taking him away before Alaric led them here.

“Well?” Julia asked Alaric.

Alaric shrugged. “Let’s say there were extenuating circumstances.”

Julia sighed loudly, a look of pure exasperation on her face. “That doesn’t solve my problem,” she grumbled.

Alaric smiled at her, his face transforming from how warm it was. “I trust you,” he said. “Do what you will, I’ll not interfere. I need to go visit my mother before returning to work.”

“Take her with you,” Julia said, gesturing towards Keylin’s mother. “Your mother could use some company that isn’t the same old faces.”

Alaric waited while Keylin’s mother rose with all the grace and dignity she possessed though her hands were tightly clasped together in front of her and her breaths sounded shaky. Alaric waited, not moving closer, just held the door near which he stood open, as if he was a footman.

Keylin bit her lip hard to quell the uncharitable thoughts that rose to her mind. Alaric’s origins, his status as a commoner, had nothing to do with anything, and she should be above such petty thoughts. Bertram would be ashamed if he knew.

At the thought of Bertram, her chest seized in pain and anger both.

Because Bertram hadn’t been there at the auction. He could have outbid Alaric. He could have bought them. But he hadn’t even been there.

It felt like betrayal.

She understood it would have looked bad for Bertram, affected his reputation badly, if he went and bought the woman he had been betrothed to. That failed to comfort her. Was his reputation more important than her?

She blinked back the blurriness from her eyes, realising that the door was closed and Alaric and her mother were gone.

“Do any of you know gardening?” Julia asked.

“I like gardening,” Benji said hesitantly. “I’m sure I can learn whatever I already don’t know.”

“Than you can work in the gardens,” Julia said before her eyes shifted to Aunt Elda, softening just a little bit.

“I’ll find something for you to do. You must all be tired, let me get someone to take you to your rooms first.” A determined look crossed her face. “If you need anything, let me or Donald know. Don’t keep it to yourselves if you get bullied or something.”

She rang a bell and a young maid appeared, dressed in what Keylin assumed was a uniform, since it was the same colour as Julia’s outfit. It was dark green, and was emblazoned with the Shield’s crest in a blue background on the left side. The maid was not pretty, but her eyes held liveliness.

“You wanted something, Julia?”

Julia nodded. “These are new people, Lavie. Get them settled in, and give them something to eat. There’s another one with Calla as well, though I’m sure Calla will take care of her.”

“Do you want to come with?” Lavie asked, eyes sparkling, and Keylin was shocked. Was this normal behaviour of servants? In her home, no servant talked back to the head servant, only accepted orders.

Julia gave Lavie a hard glance and sighed again. The woman seemed to do that a lot. “Sure. Why not, at least I will be able to see where you’re putting them.”

Lavie went around the desk to grab what looked like handles behind the chair Julia was sitting on, pushing it and as it came around the desk, Keylin saw that Julia sat on a chair on wheels, her legs covered by a blanket. Keylin had never seen such a chair before, and that explained the smooth floor with no rug over it. It must have been made that way to accommodate the chair.

Lavie turned to Benji. “Do you mind opening the door?”

Benji hastened to open it and kept it open till all of them had gone through into a hallway with a door to the left.

“That one leads to the main part of the house,” Julia said, waving at it. “Someone will show you around later, once you’re rested and fed and ready for your duties.”
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Three
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Three days. That had been how long it had been. Three days since Keylin had been taken by Alaric, three days when Bertram hadn’t been able to do a thing.
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