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Chapter One
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Janir stole a glance sideways to her husband. It had been three months, but she still wasn’t used to calling him that. 

Saoven perched atop his snow-white mare. Stains splotched his traveling cloak and sweat curled the hair at his temples, but she could gawk all day.

In front of them, Cyrilius’ liver-chestnut steed wrung his tail in impatience. The high-strung animal had been chomping at the bit ever since last week when they had been joined by a contingent of Brevian soldiers. Sir Marserian, the head of the Norwin Garrison, had sent the Brevians with them to ensure their “uneventful passage.”

Janir wasn’t sure if Marserian expected trouble to be brought against the Argetallams or by them. She couldn’t miss the sideways glances and tensed jaws between the Argetallams who guarded her and their Brevian escorts. 

At least Marserian had been civil to all of them during their overnight stay. He hadn’t even commented when he happened upon Janir and Saoven kissing in the hall. Janir reddened a little at the memory.

She and Saoven had not been allowed more than a few moments alone since leaving Adasha. At least in the company of Cyrilius, Kanicaid, and the half dozen other Honor Guards who attended Janir, they didn’t need to be so guarded. No one blinked anymore when they sat side by side or when Saoven put his arm around her. 

Now that they were in Brevia, they would have to keep their distance. Luana and Velaskas might have given their blessing for Saoven to be with Janir, but she doubted that many in Brevia would feel the same. 

Her foster-father—Armandius Caersynn—would either be outraged or delighted. There would be no middle ground.

Saaradan drew closer with each step of the horses. By the roadside, farmers leaned on their hoes, goodwives peered from their cottage windows, and children stopped playing to stare as the Argetallams rode by. Word must have spread of the Argetallam dignitaries.

Within a few miles of the city gates, a loose procession had lined up along the roadside. Argetallams had not ridden openly into Brevia for nearly twenty years—and then they had come as conquerors. 

For the first time, Janir was grateful for their Brevian guards. A few of the onlookers picked up stones when they thought no one could see. Without a buffer of their own countrymen, she wasn’t so certain they would have remained civil. 

Cyrilius and Kanicaid, her personal bodyguards, pressed in just a little closer. Her other warriors closed the formation as they neared the city.

The faint blaring of trumpets announced their approach. Straddling the massive Zebulun River, the hulk of the grey walls dared any enemy to just try and breach it. Almost twenty years ago, one had succeeded, but the damages had since been repaired and the city appeared just as impenetrable as ever. 

She had once considered this land to be as much a part of her as the breath in her chest and the blood in her veins. Now she rode into it with an armed escort while the countrymen lined up to stare. 

A mounted figure raced from the city gates. At a first glance, Janir thought it was a messenger, but the glint of armor warned her otherwise. 

The guardsman at the head of their small procession called a halt, raising his gauntleted fist into the air. They reined in their horses. Cyrilius’ mount snorted and wrung his tail again. 

The messenger checked his horse to a halt some twenty paces off. “Captain Ector?”

“Yes,” the leader of their guard replied. “I come escorting the Princess Argetallam and her retinue to Saaradan.”

The messenger nodded, sparing a glance for the hawk banner over their heads. It was Janir’s official standard, made out for her when she was just seven. “A second contingent shall join you at the city gates to see the princess and her retinue to the palace.” He peered over the faces before him, probably trying to guess which one was the fabled Janir Caersynn Argetallam. “There will be a greeting party ready by the time to contingent arrives.” With that, he spun his horse around and galloped back to the city.

It was hard not to notice Cyrilius, Kanicaid, and the others in her guard chafed under the orders of a Brevian. Hopefully, they would have greater tolerance once they were rested and fed. 

They reached the gates and trumpets sounded to announce their arrival. By the faces of those clustered about to watch, Janir would guess the soldiers were the only thing keeping the locals from throwing stones. 

Janir thought to herself the city was unchanged from her last visit. It still smelled of filth and smoke, punctuated by the aroma of baking bread or stench of a tanner’s vats. 

It was nothing like Adasha where sewers and aeration kept the city clean and crisp. She still missed Green Haven and Armandius and the childhood she’d had, but Adasha was home. Especially now she could have Saoven there.

Janir had spent several months in Saaradan just a few years ago. From her dappled memory, she never had much time to explore it. The hulking walls and cyclopean slabs of stone were far less impressive than she recalled. Even her faded, tattered memories of Sentirith, the Stlavish capital, were more impressive than this. 

They passed the Enchanter’s Temple where she and Karile had been thrown out for disturbing the Diviner. She pretended not to notice that the gates were barred on a prayer day and that there were at least twenty soldiers posted at the entrance. 

The whole of the city’s enchanter population must be inside, huddled down and terrified at the thought of Argetallams within the walls. Most—enchanter and not—probably saw this as foxes inside the henhouse.

The Brevian palace came into view—more of a keep, really. The guards stood ready outside, awaiting their approach. 

Their procession halted before the main receiving gate, dozens if not hundreds of eyes and faces watching them from the windows and walls of the palace. The whole of the city seemed to crackle with voices and whispers and pointing fingers. 

Janir and her people were not welcome here. They probably never would be. At least not in their lifetimes. 

The sentry at the top of the gate called out the traditional greeting. “Who approaches?”

Was it her imagination or did the man sound frightened?

The captain of their escort steered his animal to the side and Cyrilius nudged his liver chestnut forward. Cyrilius’ black scale armor glinted dully like the skin of a giant snake. The proudly displayed karkaton at his thigh left no doubt as to what he was. A certain steeliness in the set of his jaw and posture warned that he wasn’t afraid to use them. If Janir hadn’t been his friend, she would have feared him herself. 

“Her Ladyship Princess Janir Caersynn Argetallam of the Staspin Waste, in acceptance of the invitation extended by His Majesty King Remian of Brevia.” Cyrilius spoke flatly and calmly. 

Janir took a deep breath and waited. A small side-gate creaked open and a clerk strode out. Cyrilius dismounted, which caused too many people to flinch. He presented the clerk with signet rings and documents while the portly man pretended not to tremble. 

At last, they were admitted. Cyrilius swung back on board his stallion and they entered the palace courtyard. It was cobbled and rounded with only one way into the main keep and nothing but narrow staircases leading to the upper battlements. It had been rebuilt with a siege in mind, defensive measures layered on top of one another after much of the palace had been looted two decades ago. 

From the battlements, the soldiers greeted them with even less enthusiasm than the people outside—blank stares and gauntlets tightening around spear shafts.

Janir kept her chin up. They didn’t need these people to like them, not at this point. Brevia had asked the Argetallams for help and if her people could provide it, that might indebt the ruling class. It seemed a far-off goal, but perhaps she would be able to open the borders for trade with Brevia someday. 

Maybe she could begin working to mend the wound that still bled between her parents’ homelands. 

Their escort showed them to the front steps of the main keep, where only the highest-ranking visitors were received. The broad, sweeping steps were lined with servants and minor nobles. They didn’t look openly hostile, but she guessed they weren’t pleased either. 

Their group came to a halt and a herald shouted her name over the courtyard, formally announcing to the court that their latest visitor had arrived. An unwanted visitor, it seemed.

The guards dismounted first and Janir waited as she had been asked to. In some things, she was their superior, but when it came to her safety, the Lord Argetallam had ordered them to protect her with their lives. There would be no arguing with them in this. 

Janir dismounted, patting Kalbo’s neck before moving past the horses. Stable boys appeared to lead away the animals, both the horses of the Argetallams and the Brevian soldiers. Janir pushed back her cloak’s cowl, exposing the golden circlet on her brow that marked her as what she was—the Lord Argetallam’s firstborn and heir. 

Saoven fell in beside her. She wanted to reach for his hand, but this wasn’t the time for it. As she ascended the first few steps, her chest clenched when she realized who had come to greet her. 

Karile was there, stifling one of his stupid grins and looking like he’d just stolen a kiss from an empress. At his side was a man just slightly taller. His closely cropped beard had started to grey and his hair had turned dark, almost brown. There were more wrinkles around his eyes, but she would still know him anywhere. 

On his arm was a lady in a silk with a knotted strand of emeralds at her throat. The Argetallam could sense her power almost at once—it lapped over the people around them in undulating waves. When it reached Janir and the other Argetallams, it washed around them as if it had struck rock. Even a clairvoyant couldn’t read their kind.

Janir reached the top of the steps and paused at the landing. The reception gallery at the top was alive with frescoes and mosaics that must have taken skilled craftsmen years to finish. At least she’d been given a royal’s welcome.

Janir stopped a few paces before the trio, her throat constricting and her eyes stinging. She bowed, swallowing hard. 

“Welcome to Saaradan, Your Highness.” Karile swept a bow, grinning from ear to ear. 

Janir inclined her head, doing her best to remember decorum even as a tumult of emotions threatened to overpower her. “Master Kerwyn.” 

Armandius stepped forward. “Welcome home, Princess Janir.”

Janir clenched her fists, fighting to remain composed. She meant to tell him that she was honored, to address him as Lord Caersynn and then greet the noblewoman at his side. 

When she opened her mouth, all that came out was a single choked sentence. “It’s good to see you.” 

Armandius caught her and wrapped her in a most undiplomatic embrace. Janir flung her arms around him and buried her face in his chest the way she had as a child. He tucked her under his chin, clutching her as if he meant to never let go.

From the corner of her eye, Janir saw Saoven embracing his aunt and then his father. The other two elves must have slipped in when she wasn’t watching. 

Almost instantly, she recognized their magic, bright and dappled. She frowned. Saoven’s was dimmer, but she hadn’t realized it before. Had his power always been fainter? He was half the age of the other two and it would make sense.

Velaskas paused when he pulled away from Saoven, holding his son at arm’s length for a long moment, then he closed his eyes. Velaskas bowed his head just a little and let off a slow breath.

Saoven said something to his father that she didn’t catch. Velaskas nodded before smiling at his son.

Velaskas approached and Armandius released Janir. 

“I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you,” Armandius said, watching Cyrilius and the other Argetallams at her back. 

“I’ve missed you, too.” Janir pulled away first. “We have a great deal of catching up to do.”

Had that embrace had been wise? She’d explained to her warriors what Armandius meant to her—most of them accepted it if begrudgingly—but the Brevians had never been especially tolerant of his adoption of her. 

“That we do. I will try to pay you a visit this evening.”

Janir nodded her approval. “If you can.”

“Princess Janir,” Velaskas said, interrupting their moment. “I welcome you and your warriors to Saaradan. I trust you had a pleasant journey?”

“As pleasant as can be expected under the circumstances, Your Grace.” With Velaskas, Janir remembered formality. The icy stiffness of his persona made it easy. 

It struck her that he was her father-by-law. 

At his side, his sister, Luana, was quiet and calm as she always was. In her white ascetic’s habit, she was identical to how Janir remembered her—the picture of pure and deadly beauty. She greeted the Argetallam with a warm smile, even going so far as to cast it in the direction of Janir’s warriors, but let her brother do the talking.

“I hope that we can put aside our differences and work for the good of our peoples.” Velaskas had slipped into being the ambassador and emissary, yet Janir couldn’t help but wonder at a dual meaning. 

“As do I,” Janir said with a painted smile. “As do I, Your Grace.”
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Chapter Two
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“There’s no reason for you to sleep on the floor,” Janir said. “Take the rooms next to mine.”

“I will.” Cyrilius slung his bedroll over his shoulder. “Tomorrow night, when it’s Kanicaid and his quad’s shift.”

Janir let out a long breath through her nose. There was no point in arguing, she supposed. The Argetallams were sworn to guard her. No one could be certain this palace was safe. 

The suite she had been appointed in the guest quarters had a foyer with entry into the main parlor. From there, one could enter the bedroom and the small dining room and the alcove with a writing desk and generous supply of books. 

“Very well.” Janir conceded, though guilt prickled her conscience. 

“Don’t be too put out, my lady.” Cyrilius looked up as the door opened. “I’m sure you’ll be too preoccupied to worry for me.”

Saoven glared as he stepped past the mortahn. Cyrilius slipped out past him without making eye contact.

The door shut and Saoven cracked his head to the side, letting out a long breath. “Your guards are stationed, the windows are secure, and the High Lords have agreed to see you first thing in the morning.”

“Thank you for handling that.” Janir moved over on the brocade couch, making room for Saoven beside her. “I’m not sure how they’re going to react to me.”

“They will respect you.”

“You think so?”

“Cyrilius and I will see to it.”

“I’m glad you found something to agree on.” Janir prodded at the food tray brought in for her by the servants. It didn’t appear to be poisoned.

The elf settled at Janir’s side. He slid an arm around her waist before reaching for a cluster of grapes. 

“I only hope we can make this work.” Janir pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d hoped to have an audience with Armandius tonight, but it was nearly midnight and there had still been no word for him. She assumed that would have to wait for morning. 

Saoven pecked her cheek and handed her a portion of the grapes. “You haven’t eaten since noon.”

Janir huffed. “You haven’t been with me this whole time.”

Saoven quirked an eyebrow. “Am I wrong?”

Janir took the grapes out of his hand. “Have you been able to speak to your father and aunt? Properly?” The grapes were sweet and crisp—a welcome change after months of travel rations.

“I have.”

“And did you tell them...?” Janir examined her cracked nail beds, dry and scaly from the journey. 

“Yes, Janir,” Saoven said. “They know. I discussed it with them many times before I even rode to Adasha.”

Janir frowned. “You meant to marry me then?”

Her husband paused. “I’d hoped to bring you back here.” He didn’t add to that. There would be no pulling her away from her people. She didn’t have a choice in the matter. “But yes, I still wanted to marry you. If you’d have me.”

The Argetallam swallowed a mouthful of grapes. “Still? How long have you wanted to?”

Saoven’s brow creased and he contemplated the glowing hearth. “Since the Rivellis Peninsula. Perhaps before. I can’t remember an exact moment.” He shrugged. “A long time, even by my standards.”

Janir kissed him, the taste of grapes on his mouth. He smoothed the loose strands of her messy braid, coiling his arm around her waist. 

It had been some time since they had been alone—far too long, particularly for newlyweds. Janir teased the ties at the front of his shirt loose and he smiled against her lips. Saoven shucked off his shirt. She pressed her palm to his chest and kissed his collarbone, grinning when his heart raced.

Voices came from the other side of the door. Cyrilius was probably giving orders for the first watch. There was the shuffling of boots and someone exchanging low words in the foyer.

Saoven caught her lips with his and pressed her down on the couch. Janir forgot all about supper as he kissed her deeper. She stroked his sides, excitement making her tremble.

“My lady, Lord Caersynn is here and you told me you would want to see him if—” The door swung open. Over Saoven’s shoulder, Cyrilius jerked to a halt in the doorway. “Perhaps I should have knocked.”

Saoven straightened, not looking behind him. “By now you know better than to—”

“What’s this?” Behind Cyrilius, Armandius’ eyes widened and his nostrils flared. He stood rooted to the spot, staring.

Janir leapt to her feet like a soldier coming to attention. Saoven scrambled to yank his shirt back on.

“What is this?” Armandius repeated, trying to muscle past Cyrilius. 

The mortahn blocked him with an arm across the doorway. Armandius raised a fist to strike her guard, then checked himself at the last moment. 

Cyrilius glared at the other man, High Lord or not, daring him to swing.

“It’s alright, Cyrilius. Could you give us a moment?” Janir had the abrupt sensation that she was in trouble. 

Karile peered past the other two men in the door. “This is...awkward.”

Had all the castle suddenly decided to visit her bedchamber?

“Cyrilius, you really should give us a moment.” Janir angled herself between Armandius and Saoven. 

The Argetallam mortahn glanced between the four of them. “Am I missing something?”

Janir would explain to him the conventions of Brevian marriages and premarital conduct later. “Out! Not you, Karile. Get in here.”

“Why does he get to stay, but I—”

“Go!”

Cyrilius’ lip curled, but he obeyed and stepped away from the entry. 

The enchanter slunk into the room, hovering near the threshold.

Saoven cleared his throat from behind Janir. “Lord Caersynn, I realize how this must look to you.”

“Saoven is my husband.” Janir squared her shoulders as she’d done in the face of so many bullying nobles this past year. “We were wed in Adasha a few months ago.”

“I probably should have mentioned it to you,” Karile said, voice little more than a squeak.

“You knew?” Armandius spun on Karile.

“I officiated.” The enchanter looked helplessly to Janir. “I didn’t know for sure if...” He shrugged.

Janir took over. Perhaps she was more royal than she thought. “We had to get married to save our lives.” Janir had been planning to let Saoven go. “At the time, we weren’t certain we would affirm the union or not.” 

“To save your lives?” 

Janir shook her head. “It’s a long story. I’ll explain more at the meeting of the High Lords. In any event, we didn’t plan to do this, it just...”

“Do they know?” Armandius demanded, gesturing toward the door and the Argetallams outside. “The leader clearly does, but do the others? Does the Lord Argetallam?” His jaw clenched.

“Yes.” Janir took a deep breath. “Most everyone in Staspin knows that Saoven is my consort.” 

“What do your father and Lady Luana think of this?” Armandius shot a glare to Saoven. 

“They have both given me their blessing,” the elf said. “Don’t hold this against them. They must have assumed we would discuss it as I assumed Karile would discuss it with you.”

Armandius’ anger deflated. “Am I the last one to know?”

“Lord Caersynn, I realize that this is not the way it should have been.” Saoven stepped around Janir to stand at her side, grasping her hand. “We meant no insult. I meant no insult.”

“Yet you have insulted me.” Armandius studied their clasped hands. “You’ve taken a woman as your wife without asking for her father’s blessing.”

“The Lord Argetallam consented.” The moment she said it, she realized it had been a mistake. 

Armandius flinched as if he’d been struck. “I see.”

“Please.” Janir stepped away from Saoven. “Please, it’s been over a year.” Her eyes stung, and she blinked. “Can we just talk for a few moments? Like we used to?”

“I should be going,” Armandius said stiffly. “It’s late.”

“My lord, neither of us meant to wrong you.” Saoven stepped away from Janir, closer to Armandius. “Be angry with me, but speak to your daughter. Please?” Saoven looked to Janir. 

Armandius refused to look at the other man. “Just a few moments.”

“Thank you.” Janir did her best to smile.

Saoven herded Karile out the door a moment later.

The door shut and Cyrilius’ voice raised the next instant. “You left her alone with the Brevian?”

Armandius rubbed a hand over his face, ignoring Cyrilius’ argument on the other side. He dropped his hand at his side. “Forgive me. That was a rather poor reintroduction.”

Janir cleared her throat, taking an abrupt interest in the rug. “Saoven and I should have...been more discreet.”

“I was young once, too, Janir.” She looked up to see him smiling sadly. “And I know what it is to be in love.” It wasn’t an apology or forgiveness—but it was an olive branch.

Janir kicked at the rug with the toe of her boot. “Can we start over?”

Armandius let out a slow exhale. “I suppose that would be best.”

Janir asked the first thing that came to mind. “How are you and Gwenna? Are you happy?”

“We are.” Armandius nodded. “She makes me feel young again. Not that I’m old.”

Janir smiled. “I’m glad. Would you like to sit?

“Does he treat you well?” Armandius asked suddenly.

“Saoven? He’s a far better husband than I deserve.” She knotted her hands in front of her, shifting her feet. “Sometimes I fear I’ll never be able to pay him back.”

Armandius softened. “I’m glad to hear it.” He shifted his gaze to the wall over her shoulder. “I understand that you will not be staying in Brevia after this.”

A lump formed in her throat. “I won’t.”

“They won’t let you leave?” 

Janir shook her head. “It’s not so much a matter of force, it’s...hard to explain. Even if I were to run to the farthest corner of the earth, I would be drawn back.” 

“They are monsters, Janir.” Armandius’ voice simmered with hints of venom. “Have you forgotten what they did to you?”

“No.” Janir doubted anyone could forget the agony of a karkaton. “They are harsh, perhaps even twisted in many respects, but they are still my people.” She moved toward him, willing him to understand. “Can’t you see? I’m tied to them by the power that makes me what I am. They are my people. Just as the people of Green Haven are your people.”

Armandius looked away. “You’ve changed.”

That stung, perhaps as much as her words had stung him a few moments ago. “I know,” she admitted. “It frightens me sometimes, but...” She blinked quickly. “I’m sorry things have to be this way.”

“So am I.” 

They stood there, not looking directly at one another and not knowing what else to say. Janir could feel a gulf yawning between them with each moment. She ached to close it, to step across the rift and make him see that this wasn’t a rejection of him but an acceptance of her true nature. 

But she doubted he would understand. 

The gulf grew between them with each passing moment, neither able to close it. 

Armandius sighed. “It was good to see you again.” 

“And you.”
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Chapter Three
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Since that last time Janir had stood before the High Lords almost two years ago, she had faced much worse than the seven men who ruled Brevia. Yet her heart hammered against her ribs like it was trying to escape.

This might be the first opportunity in decades to mend the rift between their nations. What if she ruined it?

“You’ll be fine,” Cyrilius said at her elbow.

Janir managed a grin. “You always say that.”

“And I’m always right.”

“Fair enough.”

They waited on the bright blue carpet outside the High Lords’ main council chamber. In keeping with the nature of the meeting, Janir was in a formal Argetallam dress selected in Adasha to proudly display wealth, power, and culture. Janir’s gown was a spotless white and fitted through the waist, flowing to the ground in shimmering folds. A snug corset cinched up over her bust with gold brocade. 

Gold metalwork laced around the back of her neck in a partial collar. Bracelets of gold squeezed her biceps and it had taken a good hour this morning to arrange her hair into a series of braids and loops. 

The herald before the doors thumped his staff against the floor. There were at least twice the usual number of guards in the palace or that the herald and his page had been gaping at her and her warriors for the past quarter hour. The doors swung open. 

“My lords, may I present Her Highness, Princess Janir Caersynn Argetallam, emissary of the Staspin Waste.” The herald quickly tucked himself against the wall as Janir and her retinue strode into the room. 

The High Lords were already in their seats, arranged in the order of their houses. They looked down on Janir and her attendants with mixtures of disdain, aloofness, and even outright hostility.

Lord Kecim glowered from the side. Lord Dulmarst wouldn’t make eye contact. Armandius cast her a subtle smile that lacked a heart. To her surprise, Lord Meliard’s seat was occupied by Lord Drianar—her uncle. The Second Sword hung from his hip and the signet ring of the Meliards glinted from his hand. Lord Meliard—her grandfather—must have died.

Janir returned her attention to the king and offered a modest bow. It was nothing so humble as she had given when she had been one of his subjects. Today she was a visiting dignitary, a foreign royal. Even if it felt arrogant not to bow lower.

“You honor us with your invitation, King Remian. The Lord Argetallam salutes you.” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Armandius look away. 

“You honor us with your acceptance, Princess Janir,” Remian said. “In truth, I feared you wouldn’t.”

“Yet here I am.”

Remian hesitated. “I’m sure you understand there’s a great deal of animosity from the last war and the countless raids over the years.”

“We’ve just traveled several weeks into your lands. We’re aware.” Janir hoped she didn’t sound as arrogant as she felt. “Yet I understand you had an urgent request.” Janir caught a glimpse of Saoven standing beside his father and Luana across the room. 

Her husband had been advised by Velaskas to let her handle the negotiations on her own. They didn’t want anyone to think the elves were allied with the Argetallams—they very much weren’t.

“Again, I thank you.” Remian circled the question, looping around it like a seagull circling a fishing boat. 

Janir kept her chin up, waiting. If he had a request, he would need to ask it. She’d already heard several iterations of Brevia’s offer, but none of them included what she ultimately wanted—trade routes.

Remian indicated the elves across the room. “Ambassador Camlann, you may have the floor.”

Velaskas stepped forward, his face a perfect mask. “As my son will have explained to you, the son and heir apparent of my king has shown intention to declare war. Saoven has informed me of the attack on your people.”

That attack had left hundreds dead—Argetallams, slaves, freemen, and servants alike. More than a few people she had known had been consumed by the monster Malkalar had sent for them. 

“This attack was not condoned by the Elven King and is one of many reasons we seek to apprehend Malkalar Obyrren.” 

Janir carefully weighed every word. She might consider Velaskas more honorable than many she had met in Adasha, but this was still politics. 

“He has gathered together a band of followers,” Lord Dulmarst added. “Elves he has recruited to his cause. They have begun sacking villages along my northern borders.” The nobleman’s leathery hands closed on the armrests of his seat. “They have slaughtered entire towns.”

Janir shot a quick glance to Saoven. “When did this start?”

“Three months ago.”

That would have been after Saoven had come to Adasha.

“In the beginning, they attacked only minor townships, leaving a few alive to tell the tales. But last week, I received reports that they had taken a garrison fifty leagues outside Avenport.”

“How many do you believe are followers of the prince?” 

The High Lords hesitated. Armandius and several others looked to Velaskas. 

“We are not certain,” Velaskas said. “We believe it to be close to five thousand. Perhaps more.”

Janir went quiet for a moment. At her side, Cyrilius made a choked sound of mockery in his throat, but nothing that would reach the High Lords. “Five thousand is more than a band,” she said. “But even that shouldn’t be too many for the armies of Brevia. Why send word to my people?”

More than a few of the High Lords shifted in their seats. Armandius looked away, probably because she had just claimed the Argetallams as her people again. 

She already understood what she and her people were expected to do. But if she wanted any semblance of agreement or alliance, she needed to get them to admit they needed her.

Most of them would probably have preferred to march naked through Brevia on a road of broken glass than ask for the help of Staspin. 

“Prince Malkalar has the advantage, both over us and his kin,” the High King said. “He is the most powerful enchanter any of us has encountered.”

“You have entire convents and monasteries filled with magic users.” In truth, there probably should have been someone from one of the orders to join in this discussion, but Janir knew better than to hope for that. She was lucky the enchanter temples hadn’t been evacuated when she arrived. 

“Their powers have proven...unmatched to his,” Lord Dulmarst said. “With barely an effort, he wiped out an entire battalion of my men, burned them from inside their armor.”

Janir frowned. That was not like any form of magic she was familiar with. Enchanters usually had to have channeling boundaries—direct touch or something to conduct their power into its target. What conduit could have been large enough to burn an entire battalion?

“The enchanters of my fief worked night and day to counteract his spells, but they are useless.” It seemed Lord Dulmarst was far more willing to admit desperation. Seeing his people burned alive probably gave him perspective. 

“You want our help to kill him?” Janir didn’t see a nicer way to put it. 

Velaskas couldn’t have enjoyed delivering the news, but he kept a perfectly straight face as he corrected her. “We need you to deal with his soldiers as well.” At her questioning look, he explained. “Their armor is nearly impenetrable. Their swords often cut through ours.”

Janir was surprised they were being this honest with her this quickly. But what had she expected? She’d known they had to be desperate.

The High Lords and the Elvish King weren’t asking for the aid of a few Argetallams. They were requesting a legion. It would take at least that many Argetallams to dispatch Malkalar’s numbers. 

A legion couldn’t be sent into Brevia without the Stlavish noticing. That would raise questions and suspicions among the Vanmars if there wasn’t enough of them already. It might even cripple nebulous negotiations with the Burdamahns and the Sethrans. Unless she could arrange for an even better trade agreement than what they had with the Stlavish, she doubted her father would approve. 

Seeing as how Argetallams relied so heavily on slave importation, she doubted it would work. Not to mention the Argetallams and the Brevians hated one another. Perhaps she could take a hundred or so of her personal legion to deal with Malkalar. That could displace blame from her father in his dealings with other parties and it might also work toward a Brevian alliance in the future. But she could never bring in the necessary numbers and if Malkalar was being as aggressive as they said...

“You are asking for reinforcements to your army?” 

Lord Kecim’s lip curled from his corner seat. Janir ignored him, focusing instead on Lord Dulmarst and the king. They were the ones she would be dealing with in this venture anyway. 

“We know he has threatened your lands as well,” Dulmarst said. “This gives you the opportunity to safeguard your own people from an invasion.”

“You forget Malkalar’s magic has no power in the Staspin Waste. If he invades,” not that she had any doubts he would, “we will be far better readied to meet him than you. We have already staved off his attack once.” Though even that had come at a great cost of life. 

Lord Dulmarst’s mouth tightened. 

“Tell me, Ambassador Camlann, what does your king say in all this?” Janir turned to her father-by-law. 

Velaskas raised his chin, inhaling a slow breath. “That he desires change, Your Highness. That he and his people seek your aid and wish to mend old wounds.”

That implied an alliance. She would need some substantial offer to take back to her father if she wanted him to agree. 

Malkalar couldn’t be left unchecked, she knew that. He had found a way to try exterminating her people once. What was to say he couldn’t do it again?

Cyrilius’ acidic voice interjected from her side. “Funny how people spit on the race of Argetallam. Right up until they need us.”

Janir raised a hand, stopping him or any of the others from adding to that. They had a great deal to discuss and none of it involved throwing blame and accusations. 

“Princess Janir.” She was a little surprised to look over and see Lord Meliard—her uncle—speaking to her personally. “You were raised in this land. It cannot sit well with you to see Brevians slaughtered.”

“It doesn’t sit well with me to see anyone slaughtered—from this land or otherwise.” 

“We know this will be nothing for you,” said Lord Meliard. “Magic has no power over you.”

“But swords do—else Argetallams would be ruling from your seats this very moment.” Janir’s chest twinged, guilt plucking at her for the reference to the sack of Saaradan. 

A murmur of outrage rippled around the room, but none loud enough to be intelligible.

“We are willing to end the attacks on your people and ban raids across your border.” Lord Kecim reddened around his padded collar. “In time, we may open negotiations.”

“You want me to risk thousands of my people for a may?” Janir fought back her indignation. They invited her here, told her they wanted thousands of men, and weren’t even willing to make a solid offer?

“You understand that there is much distrust between us,” Lord Dulmarst said.

Lord Kecim kept talking. “Your people have invaded us twice. It’s not unreasonable to expect an act of good faith before an offer is made.”

“My coming here was your act of good faith.” Janir blinked at the council of High Lords. She hadn’t expected a generous offer, but this was an insult. “Beggars can’t be choosers, Lord Kecim,” she said. “And right now, you’re begging very rudely.” She addressed the whole of the circle. “You want a legion of my nation’s warriors enter a country that curses their very name and fight that country’s war? How can you expect us to agree?”

Janir was careful not to look at Armandius. Though Janir might not embrace everything about her people, she had to put them first. It was no different from a mother feeding her own children while others starved—a sorry situation, but not a choice she regretted.

Janir had made her choice—and it would break his heart.
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Chapter Four
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“You’d best get used to this because it will never stop,” Cyrilius said. “Especially once you become the presiding Argetallam.”

“What?”

“Politics. Hours of talking while saying nothing.”

Janir didn’t reply. If only her talk with the High Lords could have gone on for hours. Perhaps then she could have broken at least one of them. As it was, they could barely stay in the same room with her. 

“Enough!” Karile elbowed between the two of them. “I’m escorting the princess to an important meeting and I won’t have you filling her head with politics. Perhaps a cheerier topic. Like gangrene.”

Cyrilius frowned at the enchanter. Even after the months Karile had spent in Adasha, the mortahn wasn’t sure what to make of him, few Argetallams were. Most of them had never carried on a regular conversation with an enchanter, much less one who wielded his tongue like a bullwhip. 

Karile hooked his arm through Janir’s. “This way, my lady.” He hooked his other arm through Lady Gwenna’s. “And you, my lady.”

Gwenna laughed, though her lady in waiting reddened and one of her guards coughed. The enchanter had been raised among nobles, but to this day had never been a very good one. 

After they had gotten out of their unproductive meeting with the High Lords, Gwenna had extended an offer to take Janir and her guards into the city. Karile had volunteered to escort them. It seemed he had been appointed liaison to the Argetallam contingent. 

“How have you been settling into life in Staspin, Janir?” Gwenna’s question was polite, laced with nothing but honest curiosity. “Days like this, I shudder to think what your weather must be like.”

Janir raised her brows, nodding in agreement. It was a warm late summer day, but nothing like the sweltering heat of the Staspin Waste. A breeze wafted through the streets even if it bore the scent of manure and refuse. “There are brutal days, but I manage. I’ve had to adapt my wardrobe.”

At her words, she noticed several of Gwenna’s attendants shoot her sideways glances. Before coming, Janir had changed out of her gown into a less assuming halter dress of cerulean. It left an un-Brevian amount of her arms, shoulders, and back bare—but she hadn’t even thought about it. Plenty of disapproving stares leveled in her direction. Passersby stopped to spare glances, some with mouths open and more than a few with hard glares. 

Was it because she was princess and hated most of all? Or was it that she looked Brevian, had been raised Brevian, and now they saw her as a traitor? Either way, Janir’s guards sensed the hostility and moved closer around her. 

“You’ve never properly toured the city, have you?” Gwenna asked.

“We stayed her for several months, but no.”

“We’ll have to remedy that,” Karile brightly replied. “It won’t do for you to visit us twice and never view us properly.”

Janir smiled and nodded, doing her best to oblige his small talk. She had missed him during her time in Adasha, but it was hard to fully ignore the stares and glares.

Before, she had been a shadow, an oddity clinging to Armandius’ side and under his protection. Now she was heir to the legacy of bloodshed and torture Brevia had feared for so long. 

“Here we are,” Gwenna said. 

Karile elbowed Janir, grinning. “I’m friends with the owner. He’s reserved us half of the entire verandah for the noon hour.”

The establishment before them was crisp and clean with polished hardwood floors, gilded edging, and glazed windows. The spacious verandah was a neat grid of tables and chairs enclosed by trellises with climbing rose vines. It reminded Janir of similar taverns back home in Adasha. 

Karile led her and Gwenna up the steps, smiling disarmingly at anyone who looked their way. They must have been quite a sight, an Argetallam royal, High Lord’s wife, and their personal guards tramping in during the middle of the midday meal.

Patrons looked up from plates of roasted venison, gaping over the rims of silver goblets. Janir kept her chin up, following Karile and Gwenna’s example of smiling at anyone who dared meet her eye. 
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