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Prologue
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Janir didn’t move. That was the secret to staying hidden—she mustn’t move.

Her brother’s footsteps came nearer and nearer. Heart racing, she pressed her hands over her mouth to keep from crying. Blood trickled from her nose and dampened her fingers, but she tried to ignore the warm stickiness even as it stained her new frock. 

“Janir...” Lucan’s voice was sing-song. He came closer, always closer. Sometimes it felt like he had a sixth sense to tell him where she was. “I know you came in here. There’s nowhere else you could have run.”

Huddling in the shelter of the heavy tapestry, Janir held her breath and hoped that her eight year old frame was fully hidden. She was a slim, small girl, perhaps she had been made for hiding. 

“Got you!” Grubby fingers seized her hair from behind. 

Janir whimpered and cried and tried to wrench out of his grip, but he yanked with all of his childlike strength and hauled her into the light. For as long as she could remember, Lucan had been the bigger one, the stronger one. Janir was reminded of that as he towered over her, still holding a fistful of hair. 

“You’re not going to fight back?” Lucan tilted his head to the side. 

Janir didn’t answer. She curled into the tightest ball she could manage as his small boots rammed into her back. Covering her head, she determined to lay as still as possible. Fighting only made it worse and goaded him on. At least this way it would be over soon. 

The doors at the far end of the hall swung open and Lucan froze mid-kick. He took a step away from his sister and Janir twisted around to see what had frightened him. 

Instantly, she half wished Lucan were still kicking her as their father marched into the hall with a retinue of warriors in armor. His black cloak with chain mail beneath it showed that he had just returned from riding about his outposts. Boots covered with dust that was almost white, signified he had been to the western front—again. Upon his entry, the Lord Argetallam surveyed the scene, grey eyes flickering above a short beard trimmed into severe uni­formity.

Janir was struck with the desire to race back behind the tapestry or one of the many white pillars that lined the wall, but that would be wrong. She scrambled to her feet, dusting herself off as best she could. Straightening her long girl’s tunic, Janir offered a bow just as Lucan did.

“Lord Father,” they said in unison. Since the day they turned seven they had been expected to address him in the proper fashion. 

Janir wiped a large drop of blood from her nose before it fell to the floor, keeping her head down. She could almost feel Lucan’s fear as he tried to edge away, but she was too frightened herself to enjoy the discomfort of her rival. 

“Lucan, my son.” Without taking his eyes off the boy, the Lord Argetallam handed his cloak to an attendant. 

Lucan raised his face to their father in the manner of a puppet fighting the strings of his puppeteer. “Yes, Lord Father?” 

“Ernic,” the Lord Argetallam barked to a bystanding page. “Fetch the girl’s mother.” The Lord Argetallam’s attendants slowly drifted back out the way they had come. Janir often felt she was not the only one who preferred to be far, far away when her father was angry. Even when it was with someone else.

She wondered if she could leave, but her father had sent for her mother, so she was probably supposed to stay. To be safe, Janir folded her hands before her and kept her head down as the Lord Argetallam moved toward Lucan. 

“While I am away, working to assure you and your sister’s future, you are here preparing for that future. It would appear that you have been fighting your sister for practice. But, judging by her many bruises and the blood on her face, she is not your equal. Come, let us spar for a moment so that you may face a true challenge.”

Janir’s mother entered after the young page and went immediately to her daughter. She knelt beside the girl and gently brushed away tears, taking gentle stock of the bruises and blood. “Hush, it’s alright,” she whispered, smoothing Janir’s cheek. “You’re alright.”

The Lord Argetallam caught Lucan in an iron grasp and struck him, sending the boy rolling across the floor. Lucan was struggling to keep himself composed, but couldn’t.

“I’m sorry,” Lucan sobbed.

Janir’s mother rose from her knees and Janir clutched at her sleeve. “Mother, please. No!” But it was already too late.

“My lord,” her mother interrupted, far calmer than Janir would ever have been. 

The Lord Argetallam paused, roughly gripping the collar of Lucan’s tunic. Ever so slowly, he turned. “You know I will punish my offspring as I see fit, Aryana.”

Janir recognized that tone and it made her want to crawl down a hole. Terror for her mother gripped her chest and she kept her head angled toward the floor, afraid of angering her father further.

“Yes.” Janir’s mother was clearly afraid, but she had the air of a negotiating empress as she replied. “But...I implore of you...”

“And you know that I allow for no insubordination. Either between future heir and future subject, or myself and those in my possession.” The Lord Argetallam’s tone became flat, almost emotionless. That was even worse.

Aryana faltered. “The boy’s mother...encourages his actions. This is more her doing than his.”

When the Lord Argetallam replied, Janir thought his tone was cold as the snow from her mother’s stories. “Your point is?”

Lucan whimpered quietly, unable to help it. Janir found it very hard to truly feel sorry for him, but she understood full well what it was to have that angry gray stare fixed on her.

“You should not punish...” Aryana was cut off when the Lord Argetallam dropped Lucan and clamped a hand on her throat. 

Janir wanted to be anywhere but in that room. Her heart raced and she glanced between them in terror, dreading what would happen now. She had never actually seen her mother struck, but fear that it could happen was never far from her mind.

Aryana didn’t look at the Lord Argetallam directly. He pulled her closer. She offered no resistance as he glared toward her downcast eyes. Janir’s mother trembled slightly. Those few moments seemed to drag on forever.

He tilted back her head, forcing her to look at him. “Continue.”

Janir wished that her mother would just apologize and ask forgiveness, but Aryana did not hesitate. “The child is obeying his mother. It is she who should be reprimanded.” 

The next few moments of quiet were like torture. The Lord Argetallam probably knew it and used it to his advantage. “Regardless, he should not behave so toward his future ruler. What say you to that?” 

“I know you intend the best, my lord.” Aryana finally took caution’s side. “But this is not the way to settle the matter.”

“What if I deem it suiting that you be punished for such rebellion? In front of our daughter, no less?” 

“You know I shall accept your will, my lord. I always have,” Aryana quietly replied. 

It was true. Janir could not recall a single instance in which her mother had directly defied her father. But by Aryana’s even tone, it was clear that she stood by her earlier words. 

“He beats our daughter, yet you risk my wrath to spare him.” For some reason, the Lord Argetallam was no longer quite so angry. 

No one said anything. Aryana obediently faced Janir’s father with a wearied fear. 

“Strength such as you have is rare,” he said at length. Janir breathed a little easier. “I chose the mother of my eldest child well.” 

He drew her even closer and whispered something in her ear. Aryana’s expression changed from one of fear to something else, something Janir had seen before, but didn’t quite understand.

Pushing her back several steps, the Lord Argetallam surveyed Aryana silently. Janir thought she saw something proud in the way he looked at her, but couldn’t be sure.

“Summon Bricen to tend my son,” the Lord Argetallam shouted to the doors at the opposite end of the hall. The servants and attendants must still be outside. “See to our daughter,” he added dismissively to Aryana.

Aryana nodded stiffly and watched him file out of the room with his retinue. As he disappeared, taking his stifling presence with him, Janir was finally able to let out a sigh of relief. 

***
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Not long after, in her mother’s chambers, Janir sat on the soft bed with a poultice over her eye while her mother bathed a bruise on her arm. This chamber was the place Janir felt safest, the place she always came when afraid or upset. Even though the girl was supposed to have her own chambers now, she spent more time here than anywhere else. The silk curtains over the balcony were blowing in the wind behind them, while Janir traced patterns on the carpet with her bare foot. Although it seemed a happy, homey place to Janir, the girl had always thought her mother was sad here. It was like the sparkling walls and colorful tapestries were a prison. 

All children thought their mothers pretty, but Janir knew hers to be striking. With rich golden hair that tumbled to her waist, ruby lips, fair skin with long, dark eyelashes, and a slender, willowy figure, there were not many women to compare with her. Others had their own kind of beauty, but Janir still considered her mother to be without equal. 

“My poor child,” Aryana sighed, kneeling before her daughter. “Your brother has given you another lashing.”

“We’re the same age—almost—but he’s been taller than me since we were two,” Janir mumbled, glancing at her battered reflection in the mirror across the room.

“Oh, but he is little, Janir,” her mother contradicted. “Or at least, that is how he feels. He feels your father favors you. That is why he does this.”

Janir couldn’t imagine why anyone would envy her. She could barely remember a time when the Lord Argetallam had looked at her kindly. Her brother had no right to be jealous. “I hate Lucan.”

“Never say that.” Aryana assumed her scolding demeanor.

“But he has done nothing but hurt me our whole lives. Why shouldn’t I hate him?”

Her mother sighed, features softening. “Bricen can’t seem to understand the concept of affection. No one cares for him the same way I care for you. Besides, I have foreseen a life of hardship and tragedy for that boy. You should pity him.” 

Glancing at the bruises on her arms, Janir couldn’t help but think that if Lucan was bound for tragedy, he deserved it. “I never did anything to hurt him. I never do anything, but he doesn’t care. He...” Her words dissolved into sniffles and she took deep breaths to regain composure. 

“Oh, my child,” her mother sighed, blotting the dried blood from her nose. “Do not hate him. When the day comes, favor me and show him what compassion is.”

“What day?” 

“The day he is at your mercy.”

Janir didn’t ask for an explanation as her father swept into the room.

“My lord.” Her mother bowed deeply, with submission, as she always did when he entered a room. 

Janir offered an awkward bow, holding the poultice to her face, more to escape those piercing eyes than anything.

“You are leaving,” the Lord Argetallam said simply. 

“What?” Janir instantly wished that she had kept her mouth shut.

His gaze slid to her. He looked calm, but so did a volcano before it erupted. “You know better than to question me, Janir.”

“Yes, Lord Father.” She ducked her head submissively, but he wasn’t done.

“You may be my firstborn, and heir to my kingdom by our laws, but you have the weakest powers of any of my children, and are therefore potentially dispensable,” he added the last detail in a dangerously neutral voice. 

Forcing herself to keep a straight face, Janir bowed deeper, as much as she could while still looking at him. 

Intervening, Janir’s mother rose and stood beside her daughter, placing a protective hand on her shoulder. Janir didn’t look up at Aryana, but she was certain that if she had she would have seen a pleading and beseeching look in the woman’s countenance.

The Lord Argetallam shot a glance to Aryana and then fixed his attention on Janir once more. “You and your mother are going to the villa in Sanreal. Adasha is not safe as long as Lucan holds this loathing for you and his mother encourages it.

“Mortahn Haverlas is making the arrangements. You will depart in ten days and go through the Norwin Pass, through the Brevian outlands, and from there on to Sanreal.” The Lord Argetallam paused as if waiting, but he had not asked a question and neither Janir nor her mother ventured to speak. “Perhaps some time away will help you grow a backbone.”

Janir ducked her head ever so slightly lower.

“Bricen’s cousin will be visiting soon,” Aryana said demurely. “It is possible that will distract her from fostering this rivalry.”

“I do not believe that any more than you do,” the Lord Argetallam drily answered. “If anything, the Stlavish envoys will only embolden her and I would rather not deal with their protests at her absence—no.” 

Aryana did not argue. She inclined her head as if she had expected and agreed with his answer. 

“Do you foresee any ill coming about?”

Aryana strode to a bureau against the wall. Opening a small drawer, she reached inside and raised a glowing golden orb. She faced the Lord Argetallam, glancing at him briefly before staring down into the depths of the sphere. Cradled in her hands, the orb made soft warbling sounds. Like a ball of liquid sunlight, it swirled and throbbed with a living glow. 

Janir’s mother was silent for several moments. Her gaze seemed to shift beyond what she could see with her eyes. Accustomed to that look, Janir watched her mother patiently, knowing that she would be back to normal in a moment.

“Answer me, woman,” the Lord Argetallam clipped.

Almost reluctantly drawing her gaze away from the orb, Janir’s mother replied. “Our child will be safe.”

“Then you will depart as planned.” Her father spoke efficiently, hardly pausing for breath. And without another word, he moved to leave.

But Janir’s mother stopped him. “My lord.” The Lord Argetallam looked impatiently back at Janir’s mother. “I just wanted to thank you.”

“For what?” The Lord Argetallam raised one eyebrow in suspicion.

“For giving me that which I love most in the world.” Her mother stroked Janir’s hair, the same rich gold as her own.

“I will miss you, Aryana,” the Lord Argetallam brusquely stated. It was possibly the closest to a display of affection Janir had ever seen between them. 

Without another word, the Lord Argetallam spun on one heel and marched out of the room. The door slammed after him and Janir could breathe easy again. 

***
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Nothing in all the land was quite as mind numbing as the Norwin Pass, Janir decided. It was not beautiful enough to be soothing nor ugly enough to be interesting. It was so normal that it was unearthly. 

It had been more than a week now since they had left the white spires and turrets of Adasha, rising from the sands like towers of ivory. On the day they set out, the Lord Argetallam himself had come to see them off.

He had been in a better mood then and handed her a mahogany box polished to a shine. He told her to open it when she reached Sanreal, that it might help her figure out a way to deal with her brother when she came back. Now it was stashed in her pony’s saddlebags, safely tucked away. 

Janir was big enough now to ride on her own, a fact of which she was very proud. She looked forward to arriving in Sanreal, where there were many open fields and training pens, perfect for practicing. 

Who knew? Maybe she would even be better than Lucan when she got back.

“I love you, Janir. Very much.” Her mother interrupted her thoughts, leaning across from her own horse and squeezing Janir’s small hand. “Never forget that, my child.”

“I love you, too.” Janir wasn’t sure why her mother would say it right now, but it was not unlike her to say things like that for no apparent reason.

No sooner had Janir spoken than an arrow zipped past her ear and buried itself in the neck of one of their guards. Janir never remembered much of what happened that day, just blood and screaming, voices shouting orders and other voices calling for help. She fell off her pony, but beyond that she only remembered still images and sounds. 

Janir did recall feeling something painful slice the side of her neck, screaming, and falling to the ground in a heap. 

***
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She awakened to the glare of the afternoon sun. Her vision began to focus, revealing she was in a camp, a busy camp with men and dogs, horses and pigs, sweat and dirt. She could smell the cook fires and whatever they were roasting. Dogs barked pointlessly at whinnying horses. A pair of knights rode by, armor clanking. 

One side of her neck stung and she remembered she had been cut in the skirmish. A strange smelling substance was held against the wound by a white linen bandage. With panic, she realized that her hands were behind her back and tied together. 

A tent flap rustled, then a young male voice shouted, but the tent dulled the sound. Someone was shushing the lad to be quiet, then the same voice spoke in a low tone. She tried to twist around to see, but couldn’t. A man’s shadow loomed from behind, then a strong hand gripped the collar of her tunic and dragged her into the tent. It was dark inside and took a moment for her eyes to adjust.

The stranger untied her only to bind her hands around a brace in the middle of the tent. The person was rough, as heartless and callous as Lucan ever was. Janir panicked, realizing that she couldn’t move. 

She thrashed wildly in spite of how much it smarted the cut on her neck, trying to catch a glimpse of something, anything that might give even the smallest explanation for all of this. She was afraid to ask what was happening. What if asking only made these people more angry, as it did the Lord Argetallam? 

Standing to her right was a man who towered nearly a head above the handful of soldiers in the tent. He was pale and in the dim light his long hair gave off a silvery glow. What surprised her more than almost anything were his ears. Like lilies, they tapered to delicate and subtle points that would have been hard to notice if she hadn’t been watching him so closely. 

Her mother had told her stories of elves and their magic, but she had never actually met one. Certainly not like this, having her tied up and glaring at her as if he would like to rip her to ribbons. She thought that strange, in all the stories, the elves were good. 

Finally, she dared speak. “Where’s my mother?”

Janir’s heart raced. Her gaze darted from one side of the tent to another, taking in the glowering face of the elf the others addressed simply as “sir” and the several soldiers standing by. 

“What is a full retinue of Argetallams doing, so close to Brevia?” the elf demanded, his slight accent adding flourish. 

Janir was confused. “Lord Father was sending me and Mother to Sanreal.” She forced herself to speak levelly without stammering. 

“And why would you go there?” he pressed. 

Janir didn’t understand why he was asking her. She was still too young to be told anything the grown Argetallams weren’t. It was like he thought she’d done something bad and was waiting for her to admit it.

Without warning or reason, a wave of pain swept over Janir. It was as if her heart was being ripped out of her chest by a bear’s claw. The sensation burned, stung, and chilled at once. Her sight blurred and sweat beaded on her forehead. She realized she was screaming. When it was finally over, Janir coughed and let her small head hang. 

The elf looked about to say something when a stately man stepped in from outside. His entire appearance spoke of nobility even though he was dressed in the rugged clothes of a soldier. At first glance, Janir thought that he looked similar to her father. She tended to compare all men she met with her father. 

But his face was different. It held a warmer and more forgiving glow. This man held himself with an air of dignity, not of controlled hostility. 

“Unbind the child, Daric,” the stately one commanded. It seemed to Janir’s child intuition that he had been crying not too long ago, but no one else seemed to have noticed. Immediately, the soldier who had been standing behind her stepped forward.

“Armandius...” the elf protested. “She may be a child, but she is an Argetallam. I’ve seen them kill not much older than this.”

The stately one froze with a pain filled expression, as if those words had pierced his very soul. But again, no one else seemed to notice.

“No one here has enough magic for her to use it against us. Unbind her, Daric,” Armandius numbly repeated. He stared at the soldier and didn’t even look at the elf. 

“You cannot trust them.”

Torn between the elf and the overall superior, the soldier hesitated for a moment and then obeyed. Janir hadn’t realized that her wrists had gone numb until the ropes fell away.

This was too much. She had been beaten and cursed countless times at home by Lucan, her father, and even other Argetallam relatives. But she had always known what would set them off and what would abate their rage. Here, it was impossible for her to know anything. 

Janir clumsily leapt up and scrambled into the shadows. She ducked under a rough wooden table at the back of the tent, covered in papers and pens. No sooner had she scrunched in a ball between two large trunks, tucking her legs as close to her chin as they would go, than the ringing of swords echoed in the air. She couldn’t help the whimper of fear that escaped her lips. From where she was, Janir had only a view of their boots under the cloth draping the table.

“Put those away!” The stately one sounded irritated.

“But...” the elf began to protest.

“Can’t you see she’s afraid?” demanded Armandius, keeping his voice down.

The elf made an annoyed sound that signified the start of another protest, when the stately one continued.

“If she were capable of doing anything to us, why would she need to hide in the first place?”

There was a reluctant scraping as swords were replaced in their scabbards. A pair of large and weathered boots came closer to where Janir had sought refuge. Armandius knelt before her, his silhouette blocking the light. One hand reached under the tablecloth and grasped the frayed edge. Slowly, he lifted it so they could see each other. 

He reached toward her. Janir knew what that meant. She hunched her shoulders in expectation of the blow and squeaked in fear. Then she realized he would strike her for that too, so she should have kept steady. To her surprise, he retracted his hand instead. 

“Come here, little one,” he coaxed. 

Janir tried to squeeze farther between the chests, but there was no more room to do that. The canvas of the tent was pressing against her back. 

“Come, Janir,” Armandius encouraged. “That is your name, isn’t it?”

Janir stared with terror, not speaking, barely moving save for her rapid breathing and unstoppable trembling.

“No one will hurt you,” he promised with a cursory and threatening glance at the guards and the elf. Armandius held out his hand to her again. With as much caution as a hunted animal, Janir let him grasp her hand. Gingerly, he tried to guide her back into the open space. 

Glancing at the hateful expressions on the guards’ faces, Janir was suddenly even more afraid. She sprang from under the table and entwined her little arms around the stately one’s neck, clinging to the only source of reassurance in sight.

He seemed surprised, but after a second’s hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her and rose to his feet, letting her cling to him for protection. All the same, her sudden movement had caused the guards to flick out their swords again.

“Stop it!” he snarled. “Leave us.” 

Like a toddler just denied a whim, the elf looked about to protest, but when the guards began obediently filing out of the tent, he clamped his mouth shut and stalked after them.

Janir buried her face in the stately one’s shoulder. He smelled of horses, dust, pine trees, and worn leather.

“Did they hurt you?” He seemed concerned, carefully touching the bandage on the side of her neck.

“No.” It seemed rude not to address him by his title, but Janir didn’t know what his was, so she said the first thing that came to mind, “My lord.”

“You needn’t call me that,” he said, almost roughly.

Janir was worried she had upset him. “What then?” she carefully asked.

There was a scraping sound as he pulled a chair away from one of the tables and eased into it. He sat with Janir in his lap while she continued clutching his neck as if it were a solid place in a storm. 

“Who are you?” she mumbled. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Because I promised your mother that I would look after you.” The stately one hesitated, then gently brushed her sweaty hair behind one of her ears. “You’re safe now,” he halfheartedly added, as if he couldn’t help what he was doing. 

Worn out by the pain that had swept over her, Janir only had strength for one more question, hardly able to keep her words from blending into a single noise. “Is Mother alright?” 

Uncertain of how to respond, the stately one paused for a moment. “I am sorry, Janir.” His voice became strained, as if he were on the brink of tears. “I too, loved her very much.”
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Chapter One
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The evening fire had already been lit, though the sun was still well above the horizon. Janir took in her reflection, hoping she looked presentable. 

It had been nearly seven years since she had first met Armandius. At times she couldn’t remember what Adasha had been like at all, sometimes it seemed she had been born in this castle. The ancient walls greyed by age, the rolling wheat fields, and sloping hills beyond were more home than the Citadel of the Argetallams had ever been. 

A smallish, round woman in a matron’s wimple peered over her shoulder. “Don’t you dare move yet,” she said with mock severity, wielding a comb through Janir’s hair with a practiced efficiency. “You might dash about like a hooligan on most days, but tonight... There you are, sweetheart.” 

The matron affectionately patted Janir’s head. Setting down the boar’s hair brush, she stood and admired her work. 

“Thank you.” Janir was a little surprised at the transformation—she saw a young noblewoman in that mirror, a proper lady.

“No charge of mine shall go about looking as if you romp in the fields all day,” the old lady added proudly. “Even if you do. See? I told you getting dressed up for these kinds of guests wouldn’t be so horrible.” 

“You’ve done wonderfully, Dame Selila.” Janir fought the urge to touch her carefully arranged locks. She didn’t want to muss them. “Would you mind telling His Lordship that I will be down soon?” 

Dame Selila nodded and scurried away to inform Armandius. Her pattering steps faded down the hall and Janir was alone.

Thankfully, Janir had taken after her mother. She could easily be taken for Brevian. Snatching up a necklace from the dresser, Janir fastened it in place. A silver medallion hung several inches below her throat. It was a seven point star with a solid emerald in the center. The points were formed by the interlocking pattern of seven tiny swords—the emblem of the Caersynn house.

Armandius had given her the medallion on the day he had brought her here to his castle. She had been frightened and timid, a motherless and defenseless child. Armandius had hung the chain around her neck and said: “You are a part of my family now.”

Janir bit her lip. She knew she was not Armandius’ daughter. But how she wished she was. 

Wedged the mirror and the wall, where it had stayed for months, sat a polished mahogany box. Armandius had given it to her just last year. He’d said it had been in her pony’s saddlebags when he found her and she might want it someday, but should keep it hidden. He’d offered no further explanation and she still didn’t know what was inside. Never had she found the courage to look.

There were times, like right now, she felt a tremor in the air, a pull toward the box. She lightly touched the side of the shiny lid, just enough to stir the dust that had settled since the maids’ last visit. Those girls dusted around the box thinking it was part of the mirror, clueless as Janir as to what might be inside. Armandius had once told her that hiding things in plain sight was the best...

Open me.

It was hardly there, a hazy concept of thought that her mind translated into words. The moment the familiar beckoning voice came, Janir jerked her hand away as if the box were poisonous.

“No,” she snapped out loud. 

It was a constant reminder of her Argetallam blood. Janir hated the very sight of it, yet something deep within her, some innate instinct perhaps, was loath to throw it out. Therefore, it had remained in its current location for nearly a year. 

Smoothing the front of her blue silk dress, Janir realized that she could no longer stall. The man she called “Father” had guests tonight and it would be unseemly to delay any longer. Turning on her heel, Janir strode to the oaken door and slipped into the long corridor lit by flickering torches. 

She made her way along the hall, shoes clacking against the stone. It was not long before Janir arrived at a pair of imposing double doors at the end of a corridor. After briefly making sure that everything on her was in order, she placed a hand on the door and swung it open. 

The interior scene was unusual for this castle, though it might have been considered normal in any other. Armandius stood with a polite but strained expression as a thin, powdered, and perfumed young woman giggled and tittered. The woman had enough lace around her neck to have been a milk weed and a skirt to house a family of martens. 

Beside her was a bored looking man only slightly older. The man appeared to be unremarkable in every way, except for his slit mouth. He kept contorting and pursing his lips as if he were waiting for something that was behind schedule. 

Janir did not spend an excessive amount of time surveying the two mortal guests. Her gaze was immediately drawn to the elf standing slightly to one side and staring at her. Janir almost gulped when she spotted Velaskas. She suspected that his frequent visits which, according to the older staff, previously occurred only every few years or so, were planned to check on her.

The servants know and tell all, was a proverb that Armandius had once quoted. Janir could only hope and pray that none of them suspected her secret. 

Janir always felt that she was on trial when Velaskas came, like there was some forgotten evil she had committed and he was just waiting for the perfect moment to expose her crime. However, it was hard to wholly dread Velaskas’ visits when that was the only time she saw his son, Saoven.

To her disappointment, Saoven was nowhere to be seen. She’d heard he might return from an errand for his father early tonight, but it was unlikely. Still, she was sure Saoven would make time to visit with her and Armandius at some point. He usually did. As one of a very small number of people she had truly managed to befriend, he was always a welcome sight. 

Velaskas did not so much as nod when their gazes met, he stared at her with a blank expression that spoke more than a thousand words. 

If it were not for Armandius, Velaskas would have killed her at the Norwin Pass, the mountain road where they had found her. Janir’s hand conscientiously went up to the left side her neck, where all that remained of the wound was a faint scar. She admitted to herself that Velaskas saved her life that day. Still, he had only done it to keep her alive long enough for questioning—there had been no other survivors.

Armandius heard the doors and whirled around, visibly elated at an excuse not to look at the prattling woman behind him. “Jenny,” Armandius smiled, using his pet name for her. “You’re late, child.” His tone was chastising, but Janir knew that it was more for abandoning him with the giggling little doxy than for her tardiness. 

“Forgive me, Father.” Janir tried to block the girlish grin that threatened to spread across her face. 

Father. That was what she had called him ever since the Norwin Pass. It had been a rather abrupt choice, made when they’d stopped at another lord’s manor on the way to Castle Caersynn. Armandius made a split second decision to introduce her as his illegitimate daughter and the story had stuck ever since.

Not even Dame Selila knew the truth. 

Armandius clasped Janir’s hands and kissed her forehead. “Duke Ronan, Lady Rowella,” Armandius addressed his guests. “Would you kindly allow me to present my natural daughter, Lady Janir Caersynn.”

The woman, Lady Rowella, smiled her artificial smile and curtsied in the most sumptuous fashion. Duke Ronan made a bored gesture.

“Why do you not curtsy, child?” Lady Rowella inquired in her high pitched squeak of a voice. 

“I never learned, milady,” Janir said uncomfortably.

“But you have been raised by Lord Armandius Caersynn, one of the finest lords in all Brevia! Surely he taught you manners,” the noblewoman trilled.

“Does my father strike you as the kind of man who knows how to curtsy?” It was out before Janir could stop it.

Armandius allowed a strangled smile before assuming a rebuking frown. Duke Ronan remained unbearably expressionless while Lady Rowella stood looking baffled. 

“Forgive Janir,” Armandius apologized, “it is not often that we have guests.”

From the wall behind Armandius, a door creaked open and a demure boy of about ten peered out into the foyer. “Excuse me, my lord,” the page interrupted. “Dinner is served.”

Armandius acknowledged the boy perfunctorily. “Thank you.” 

The five of them filed into Armandius’ banquet hall. It was well lit and spacious, like most of Castle Caersynn. Simple tapestries adorned the walls and the table was of a rather plain design. Janir knew that theirs was not the most ornate banquet hall, but she treasured it along with the rest of the castle’s furnishings for one reason.

“Oh, my.” Lady Rowella was quite obviously displeased with the hall. “How quaint.” She feigned a smile. “But...when was the last time you redecorated?”

“Twenty-two years ago,” Armandius answered simply.

Janir seethed with possessive jealousy when Lady Rowella took her usual place next to Armandius and she found herself seated directly across from Velaskas. The girl looked down at her plate to avoid his unnerving stare. 

From the head of the table, Armandius tried to engage Duke Ronan in conversation out of courtesy. Nonetheless, the duke’s sister talked enough for the both of them and Armandius soon realized that the duke wished to remain silent.

“Really, Lord Caersynn,” Lady Rowella lamented. “This place looks rather dreary, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“What’s wrong with it?” Janir demanded. 

Armandius shot her a look across the table and she realized she had spoken out of turn. He might let her speak freely when it was just them, but any proper lord’s daughter—even an illegitimate one—would have known better. Janir ducked in embarrassment, but...was this woman trying to get Armandius to let her help with the castle decoration? If so, Janir wouldn’t stand for such a thing. But everyone ignored her.

“Are you certain that the castle isn’t lacking...” Janir noticed Lady Rowella’s hand inching across the table to Armandius’. “...a feminine touch, perhaps?” Lady Rowella completed in a breathy voice, laying her hand over his in a disconcerting gesture. Janir nearly gagged on her piece of wild boar.

“There are females all around me,” Armandius deftly replied. “Janir, my late steward’s widow...”

“Servants and children,” Lady Rowella countered. “Not at all the companionship a man, such as yourself...” Rowella leaned closer to Armandius. Armandius leaned away from Rowella.

“Tell me, Lord Caersynn...” Rowella was speaking in a tone Janir had never heard a noblewoman use before, not that she had met many of those.

Velaskas looked almost bemused, while Duke Ronan seemed to be thoroughly absorbed in his slice of venison. Armandius stared at Rowella with a displeased expression he had sometimes used when chastising Janir. Without a word, he pulled his hand from beneath Rowella’s and returned to his plate.

Janir stared at the gold band with an intricate weave pattern he always wore on his left hand. All that time living as a widower and he still wore it. 

“You say you last decorated twenty-two years ago?” Rowella tried to strike up a conversation she could follow. “What was the occasion?”

Armandius turned a stiff gaze to Rowella. “Aryana Meliard was brought here as my newlywed wife.”

Janir grew even more uncomfortable, if that was possible. Her mother was a nearly forbidden subject even with her. What would Armandius make of a relative stranger causing her to be brought up, so frivolously, too?

“Well,” Rowella seemed to take no notice, “that was quite awhile ago. Have you ever considered...remarrying?”

Janir felt sick. Was this actually happening? At dinner of all places? She whispered a prayer, pleading that this was a nightmare and she would wake up. 

“I admit I have,” Armandius quietly replied, speaking more to himself than to the chattering little twit at his left. He glanced to Janir for a moment before continuing. “But all the women deemed suitable for marital purposes would be either too old to bear heirs to the house of Caersynn or too young to be tolerable.” Armandius stared hard at Rowella as he uttered the final sentence.

While Janir hoped he didn’t find all young women to be as abrasive as Rowella, the noblewoman herself apparently had no sense of subtlety. 

“But perhaps there could be one...who you would find tolerable, maybe even enjoyable.” Rowella had taken on that same disturbing tone in her last few words.

Armandius was clearly not enjoying Rowella’s advances. Still, the wench seemed not to notice.

That night’s dinner was proving to be one of the most awkward meals Janir had had her lifetime. Listening to Rowella’s nauseating talk while pretending to still hold an interest for food was its own challenge.

By the second course, Janir was longing for Rowella to choke on something, maybe the piece of lamb she was sliding around her plate. But no, Rowella took such small bites that a rat couldn’t have choked if it tried. 

***
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After dinner, Janir and Armandius would normally go up to his study and play a game of chess. Armandius always won indisputably, but Janir still enjoyed trying to defeat the veteran knight. Besides, she was getting better. Just a bit more practice and she was sure she would manage victory eventually.

That would not be happening this evening because they had guests. Instead, Janir found herself in Armandius’ study beside the fireplace, seated on a floor cushion with a pair of deerhounds. Being with the dogs was not a problem itself. What had driven her off the couch was. Rowella still seemed clueless as to Armandius’ rejection of her. Better to be in the company of a four-legged brachet than a two-legged one.

Janir fondled the ears of the nearest hound, Rani. Rani was a seasoned hunting dog and one of many in Armandius’ kennel that hadn’t had a name until Janir came to the castle. Rani yawned and rested his flecked muzzle between his front paws. Even the animals were tiring of their guests.

Velaskas leaned against one side of the fireplace, staring into the flames contemplatively. He had hardly spoken to anyone all evening, Janir was wondering what point there was in him being here at all. Perhaps he simply wanted to make sure no one suspected what Janir was. After keeping her secret for seven years, he was more or less implicit.

Janir often wondered why he had elected not to expose her. She thought it must be a sense of debt to an old friend—he and Armandius had known one another for decades. Why else would he have endured her existence?

Struggling to maintain a gracious outer appearance, Armandius continued to tolerate their guests. Duke Ronan still held that impatient air. Words drizzled into silence, or rather, everyone else’s words fell to silence. Rowella was perfectly happy to keep talking on her own.

“Would anyone like some wine?” Armandius cast a longing gaze in the direction of the cabinets.

“That would be lovely,” Rowella trilled.

“Yes,” Duke Ronan blandly added.

“And I think I will be needing some,” Armandius muttered to himself. 
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