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      During all the days and nights and weeks and months of the year, the secluded reading room was Arch Knight’s favorite place inside all of Castle Knight.

      Long and narrow, and tucked up against the side of the castle closest to the shelter of the massive peaks of the Gorowan Mountains, the room was bright and cozy during the day. Light streamed in through several tall windows, but not direct sunlight.

      Arch’s parents and the stern but kind overseers of the Knight family library never tired of reminding him and his brothers and sisters how direct sunlight damaged books, especially the rare and ancient tomes tucked away on the highest shelves.

      Arch wasn’t sure why they used those books as examples so often, since even with fourteen years and finally starting to grow taller, he was nowhere near able to reach them. The special, valuable volumes sat higher than even his father—Lord Moabar Knight—could reach without a ladder.

      So those treasures remained safely displayed in all their thick, leather-bound glory on dark wooden shelves set against the gray stone castle walls, with the most valuable and delicate trinkets generations of Knights had brought back from their travels tucked in alongside.

      Endlessly tempting and unavailable, even to a curious boy who would never purposely damage a single thing.

      Too many things, and animals, and people, and even plants, damaged themselves around him for him to ever want to do the job himself.

      Several comfortable chairs normally sat scattered around the space, some covered in fabric or soft, rich leather. Most decorated with a colorful wool blanket from his family’s herd of Liwith Mountain sheep. Each of the delightful animals held their own shade of red or blue or purple, silver or gold or copper, from their skin all the way out to the fuzziest ends of their wool. They only had their black faces, ears, and hooves in common.

      That and their never-ending chorus of fussy baaaaas as they ranged around the grounds outside the high gray walls outside the castle, and even more so as they were herded into the protection of their sheep barn inside those walls for the night.

      Arch envied his mother Lady Selene getting to work with the sheep, changing into breeches just like he, his brothers, and his father wore. And his siblings for learning the same fascinating trade and many other things forbidden him.

      He never meant for anyone or anything to get hurt or broken, and indeed he spent nearly every waking breath doing his best to make sure that didn’t happen. To his deep embarrassment and distress, bad things never seemed to happen to him.

      But no one outside of his immediate family had ever figured out how to turn aside the bad luck that swirled around him like an invisible, ill-tempered cloud.

      Thick, multicolored rugs of the same wool covered the stone floors in front of the chairs, made from the twisted tags and discarded ends during shearing time. Arch suspected the mysterious and powerful Honored Mages in distant Dirgelan used the finest Liwith Mountain wool to make their enchanted robes, but no one had ever confirmed or denied the rumor.

      Because none of the legendary mages had visited Castle Knight or Fadlonah since years before he was born, he’d never gotten a chance to find out for himself. Assuming he was brave enough to ask such an intimidating woman or man—skilled in ways of magic he’d only read about—such a trivial question.

      He himself had breeches and tunics made of that fine and tough wool for special occasions. But he slept under a wonderful blanket made of the knotty discards every night.

      Especially this time of year, when fierce mid-winter storms so often kept all of them confined with cold and wind and heaping drifts of snow for long days on end.

      That alone was reason enough for the Hendrefas festivals everyone in the land of Fadlonah and much of the continent of Hanferthen celebrated as the turning of the year drew to a close.

      Traveling to each other’s homes when conditions permitted, like the last few days had. Staying in and together when moving around was difficult, and venturing out with the equally colorful landhorses was impossible.

      Even the magnificent airhorses Arch had only glimpsed on a handful of thrilling occasions, with broad wings and coats more vivid than the sheep, were left helpless in the face of a blizzard screaming down from the Gorowan Mountains.

      But anyone who possibly could trade favors or influence for the chance to travel on the great beasts this time of year always did. The easy duty for hardworking airhorses and their riders alone worked as giving thanks for their difficult and often dangerous labor throughout the year. Besides that, the lifting of the traditional prohibition against paying for their services provided a welcome bonus of coin for the riders, along with time to relax.

      Not only was ending the year with such an opportunity—covering the same ground in hours that took days on foot—seen as foretelling good fortune for the traveler, but receiving those visitors promised a good year ahead for the generous hosts.

      Arch had always heard it said that all the powers that be send those travelers and the good luck, and welcoming them was the only appropriate way to repay such a gift.

      Especially if the visitor arrived by surprise, and bearing gifts both unusual and useful, or simply meant to bring delight to all who encountered them.

      That tradition normally worked out well for Arch and his family, since they were so far on the edge of the land. Everyone planned for weeks as the season turned toward winter, anticipating Hendrefas visitors. Laying in supplies of strong apple spirit and rich sheep’s milk cheese, and preparing smaller versions of the brilliant wool blankets as keepsakes of the season.

      A stack of those blankets sat close beside the fire, draped with sparkling red and gold loops of bersaw vines. They grew dark green and prickly during warmer months, to the point that people sometimes used them to scrub gardening tools that had gotten dirty or rusty. But with the first hard freeze, the bersaw transformed itself into feather-soft beauty, lending its spicy and earthy aroma to Hendrafas and the long, cold months that came after.

      Arch and his brothers and sisters had contributed to the supply of gifts for potential visitors, sorting through their clothing and possessions for items that no longer fit or had been replaced. They’d all been cleaned or mended, or combined into quilts or new garments, then combined with similar collections from the reading room and the rest of the castle. A variety of glass jars and ceramic holders full of herbs and medicines for the winter agues that too often struck after the holiday waited, courtesy of the castle’s healers as they worked to train new helpers.

      Despite his normal love of the joyful Hendrafas festivities, Arch knew he wasn’t the only one wishing one of the terrifying storms rolling in from the Nifendraw Sea had cut them off from the outside world on this particular night.

      Then they wouldn’t have had to deal with the most annoying, overbearing, obnoxious visitors in anyone’s recent memory, during mid-winter or any other time.

      The reading room’s long wooden tables—normally reserved for study or quiet games, or gifts for the welcome travelers as the year drew to a close—were now covered with sturdier versions of the models Arch and his sisters and brothers often made of bits of wood and rocks. Sometimes, as they grew older, they’d been allowed to work with his father’s set of tiny enchanted blocks that looked, felt, and acted exactly like the stones of Castle Knight itself.

      Arch had enjoyed such games by himself, far enough away to allow the others to build without constantly having to start over when their constructions tumbled themselves down for no visible reason at all.

      What took up their normally festive table now had been made not by the curious and sometimes clumsy fingers of children. Playing and learning in equal measure, enjoying each other’s company in silence or soft conversation.

      These had been constructed by skilled artisans in the far away land of Hameatha, halfway across the great continent of Hanferthen. Many weeks journey even with strong horses, or in more hospitable weather.

      So the family who’d traveled all that way in the depths of winter never tired of pointing out, along with how much coin the models of their vast residence had cost them. Models they’d brought along on their difficult journey, in hopes of impressing Lord Moabar and Lady Selene Knight enough to agree to an alliance between their two families.

      Not an alliance based on trade, which Arch thought might have made sense if approached in a more polite way. After all, Hameatha was home to vast, unimaginable stretches of fertile farmland, far superior to the fields that lay below Castle Knight. And Castle Knight protected a vital trading port on the dangerous Nifendraw Sea, which stretched out in frigid rage to lands neither Arch nor anyone else in all the lands around Castle Knight knew much about.

      But an alliance based on those two strengths might have been a reasonable one to discuss, if not brought up at all during the quiet and relaxation of the mid-winter festivals.

      Rather than simply being ill-timed, though, the eldest members of the wealthy Nifoes family had ventured into downright rude.

      Following the custom of their land (and determined to ignore the customs of Fadlonah and the Knight family), they’d instead proposed negotiating for not one but two of Arch’s siblings in marriage. His oldest brother Rick and oldest sister Tessa were the intended targets, and no amount of polite refusals and detailed explanations had so far deterred the Nifoes from their goal.

      For their part, Lord and Lady Knight sat at the far end of the table, faces pleasant and strained, no longer pretending interest but not willing to abandon their three oldest children to such a challenging evening. But they’d told Tessa, Rick, and Arch hours ago that it was best to be welcoming and polite, with strong reassurances that no marriage proposals would be allowed.

      Sending the travelers back out into the cold night, even travelers who clearly had a very different understanding of the spirit of the Hendrafas festival, would be inhospitable in the extreme.

      All three of the Knight children had admitted being jealous of the youngest two being sent away to entertain themselves, and freed from social obligations.

      Right now Rick and Tessa sat together on one side of the table, each nodding politely as gray-haired Ansel Nifoe and his wife Dreyen pointed out features too small to see. Each of them wore the coarse woven cotton clothing of their region. Ansel in rather dull brown breeches and tunic, Dreyen in a slightly brighter yellow dress.

      Both were likely pleasant enough to spend time with under different circumstances. What had Arch, his parents, and everyone else terribly confused was the fact that they hadn’t even brought their own daughter and son along on this mission.

      Arch wondered to himself what that said for the potential spouses and their personalities.

      From his vantage point several feet away, far enough away from the chest-high stone fireplace to avoid possible disaster, Arch had to admit he understood why Rick and Tessa had drawn the Nifoes’ confused and remarkably stubborn attention.

      Rick was nearly as tall as their father, and like Arch, had their mother’s thick, wavy black hair. Tessa had their father’s sandy hair, falling loose and free as any unmarried woman’s did, and took on more of Lady Selene’s womanly form as each day passed.

      Both of them alternately annoyed and frustrated Arch, as sisters and brothers seemed destined to do. But both were also intelligent and kind, and tolerated his outsized need for attention, since making friends of his own was nearly impossible given his affliction.

      And they both chose that moment to sip from thick mugs of warm apple cider, and their shoulders rose and fell in unison. Leaving Arch struggling to hold in laughter that wouldn’t help anyone, least of all him.

      “That’s a remarkably sensible design, Dreyen,” Tessa said, following the Nifoes’ insistence on being called by their given names. “I expect our farmers might want to consider some of those changes before the next harvest season. I’ll pass it along to them, and we certainly appreciate you for sharing.”

      Dreyen shook her head, and Arch could see a mildly disapproving expression cross her face.

      “Well of course you wouldn’t pass it along to them, Tessa. That would certainly be left to the next holder of Castle Knight. Rick would be more interested in handling modifications to what you do here. You would be best suited to helping improve the habits and procedures in your new home. Wherever that turns out to be, I’m quite certain you’ll bless them with new joy and life.”

      This time Arch covered his mouth with one hand, wondering how both of his strong-willed siblings would respond.

      Their mother raised her eyebrows, and their father didn’t quite manage to
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