
        
            [image: Cover]
        



  	
	    
	      Also by Nicole Ciacchella

	    

      
	    
          
	      Astoran Asunder

          
        
          
	          A House Divided

          
        
          
	          Catalyst

          
        
          
	          Court of Illusion

          
        
          
	          Web of Deceit

          
        
          
	          Reckoning

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Contributor

          
        
          
	          Creators

          
        
          
	          Contributor

          
        
          
	          Infiltrator

          
        
          
	          Instigator

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fairytale Collection

          
        
          
	          Asleep

          
        
          
	          From the Ashes

          
        
          
	          Chaotic Beauty

          
        
          
	          Tempest

          
        
          
	          The Eye of the Beholder

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      GLAM

          
        
          
	          Lovesick

          
        
          
	          Drawn to Love

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Forgotten Kingdom

          
        
          
	          An Uncertain Alliance

          
        
          
	          Shades of the Past

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wasteland

          
        
          
	          Cast Aside

          
        
          
	          Torn Apart

          
        
          
	          Pulled Together

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Starstruck

          
        
          
	          Derailed

          
        
          
	          Phoning It In

          
        
          
	          Prejudice, Persuasion, and Sensibility

          
        
          
	          Overcome

          
        
          
	          Committed, The Complete Series

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Nicole Ciacchella’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    




	
	




 

 

 

 

Shades of the Past

 

 

 

The Forgotten Kingdom, book 3

 

 

by Nicole Ciacchella


Want Free Books?

 

[image:  ] [image:  ]  [image:  ] [image:  ]

 

Sign up for my newsletter and these books are yours!

You'll also get sneak peeks at my works in progress, new release notifications, and other exclusive member content.


Books by Nicole Ciacchella

 

Astoran Asunder, a Fantasy Series

 

A House Divided, book 1

Catalyst, book 2

Court of Illusion, book 3

Web of Deceit, book 4

Reckoning, book 5

 

Contributor, a Dystopian Trilogy

 

Creators, a prequel novella

Contributor, book 1

Infiltrator, book 2

Instigator, book 3

 

Fairytale Collection

 

The Eye of the Beholder (Beauty and the Beast retold)

Asleep (Sleeping Beauty reimagined)

From the Ashes (Cinderella reimagined)

Chaotic Beauty (Beauty and the Beast reimagined)

Tempest (The Little Mermaid reimagined)

 

The Forgotten Kingdom, a Fantasy Series

 

The Forgotten Kingdom, book 1

An Uncertain Alliance, book 2

Shades of the Past, book 3

 

Romantic Comedies

 

Phoning It In

Committed (an 8-episode serial)

Derailed

Starstruck

Prejudice, Persuasion, and Sensibility

 

GLAM, a geeky/nerdy romcom series

 

Lovesick, book 1

Drawn to Love, book 2

 

Romance

 

Overcome

 

Wasteland, an Apocalyptic Trilogy

 

Cast Aside, book 1

Torn Apart, book 2

Pulled Together, book 3


 

 

Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

"You're safe," Pili said, relief flooding her voice and tears filling her eyes. She threw her arms around Caya and squeezed her tightly.

Tears sprang to Caya's own eyes. "I missed you both so much," she said, pressing her face against Pili's shoulder for a second before lifting her head to look at Hala. Gesturing her other lady close, Caya enfolded her in the embrace as well.

No one said anything for a long moment. They simply held one another. Caya had always known her ladies did their best to put on a brave face so that she wouldn't lose heart, but the rawness of their emotions still surprised her. Their mingled fear and relief were palpable.

Hala noticed her observing their reactions, and as she pulled away she took Caya's face in her hands and said, "The hearts of these Rostands seem to be in the right place, but we're loath to trust anyone with your life."

A lump rose in Caya's throat as guilt assailed her.

At least I'm not entirely lying about the Rostands' involvement anymore, a small, cynical voice inside her head said.

"They know what an asset I am and have taken great pains to protect me." Lying to Pili and Hala made her skin crawl, and anxious to change the subject, she said, "I understand you've been busy during my absence."

"We have," Pili said, allowing a flicker of satisfaction to appear on her face. "Our whisper campaign against Arnost has begun to bear fruit."

Caya squeezed her hands. "I've seen proof of it myself—and that the situation in Soraph is more dire than we knew."

"Yes, we've seen reports," Hala said, her shoulders slumping as if she bore a heavy burden. "Though it troubles me to say this, that precariousness does provide us with an advantage."

Pili's and Hala's expressions told Caya they were no more comfortable with this than she was. "Persisting in our efforts will enable us to change things for the better," she said, trying to inject confidence into her voice. She could be honest with them about her misgivings, but she also understood that now that Karima knew who she was she would have to leave obscurity behind in order to become a symbol. Moreover, however frightened she was of what she would face, she would rather not hide in the shadows any longer. If affecting an assurance she didn't feel would provide her people with a beacon of hope, she would learn how to conceal her misgivings.

As always, though, Hala saw through her efforts, and the kindness and warmth on her face and in her voice told Caya how much Hala loved her. "You have more strength than you know. You always have." Briefly, Hala rested her palm against Caya's cheek. "We understand your missions were successful."

Sighing, Caya allowed her travel-weary body to flop into a chair, and Pili brought her a glass of water. Accepting it gratefully, she drained half of it before speaking. "They were, though we wish their impact had been greater. Still, the important thing is they bought us time and dealt a blow to Arnost's efforts—as well as gaining us a new ally."

Hala frowned, her brow furrowing. "It doesn't sit easy with me that our Rostand allies knew nothing of this other group's efforts."

Caya's stomach lurched, and she hoped her expression hadn't betrayed her. "Our new allies were closely aligned with the queen and the regents until quite recently," she said, sticking to the story Morgan's advisers had concocted.

"Even so, it should give us pause," Pili said, catching Caya's gaze as she sat across from her. Caya did her best not to squirm. "Their allegiance has already proven fickle, so we would do well not to place too much trust in them."

"On that, we're agreed," Caya said.

"Are you certain telling this Karima your true identity was wise?" Hala asked, a sharp note creeping into her voice.

Caya had expected this, but she flinched nonetheless. "I don't know," she said honestly, spreading her hands in a helpless gesture. "But I also don't see how I had any other choice. I can't hide from Arnost forever, and even if I could we need allies. Her group has access to resources that will greatly benefit us, and I had to give them a reason to share them with us."

"Which doesn't mean we aren't setting ourselves up for future complications," Pili reminded her.

With a weary smile, she said, "I know, but we'll deal with those when we must. For now, our focus needs to be on Arnost."

"Well, thanks to the meticulous trove of evidence Zeela's spies have been collecting for the past decade, we at least have the assurance of knowing this group has no connections to him," Hala said. 

Surprised, Caya stared at her ladies. "Are you suggesting he'd work with Rostands? That seems uncharacteristic, based on what you've told me about him."

"He wouldn't have sought the connection," Pili said, "but if they promised to swear fealty to him, we don't think he would refuse their help either, for as long as it proved useful to him. He knows how to be subtle when it suits him."

Caya gnawed her lip, her mind racing. To all appearances Karima hated Arnost, and Caya found it hard to believe he would have agreed to allow any of his supplies to be destroyed or his troops captured. That didn't stop wild fears of conspiracy from eating away at her, though. 

You didn't just take Karima at her word. Zeela's spies confirmed the destruction of the depots, she reminded herself. Despite her efforts to reassure herself, uneasiness spread through her.

It was too late for regrets, though. Karima knew who Caya was, which meant their fates were entwined. She intended to make the most of the resources Karima had to offer, and if Karima was playing both sides, Caya would deal with her treachery later.
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"Welcome back, Your Majesty," Frei said, studying Morgan. He realized all his advisers were watching him carefully, attempting to gauge his mood.

"Thank you. I'm glad to be back," he said. The words were true; to his surprise, as little as he had liked leaving unfinished business behind in Rostand, the bulk of his tension had drained away as soon as he had been able to see Wyleia. He hadn't realized how much being in Rostand had discomfited him.

"Gods be praised for your safe return," Dosha said, the words coming out with a touch more fervor than they had perhaps intended, judging by the flush that rose to their cheeks.

A wave of emotion washed over Morgan and he had to swallow past the lump that rose in his throat. Sometimes he got so caught up in the responsibilities that weighed so heavily on him he forgot he wasn't important to them just because he was their king, but because they cared for him as a person.

"And gods be praised for the services you've rendered during my absence," Morgan said, placing his hand on Dosha's shoulder. "Your efforts have provided us with a significant edge."

His advisers appeared pleased with the praise, but Zeela didn't allow them to bask for long.

"Shall we wait to begin until Princess Caya joins us?" the spymaster asked.

Morgan shook his head. "She was eager to see her ladies again and will join us tomorrow." Her eagerness to see her ladies hadn't surprised him, but her deciding not to attend the debriefing had. He wanted to interpret her decision as a gesture of her growing trust in him, but he cautioned himself not to assume too much.

Wasting no further time, Zeela indicated several missives and said, "Word of your efforts in Rostand has begun to spread across the kingdom. News of the successful destruction of Arnost's depots is passing from village to village, as are stories of the supplies and prisoners you left."

"To whom are these actions attributed?" Naveed asked, sniffing out Zeela's attempt to put a positive shine on her report.

"A splinter Soraphian group," Zeela said, trying to pretend she wasn't gauging Morgan's reaction.

"That works to our advantage," he said, shrugging off their concern. Knowing his efforts were being attributed to others admittedly stung, but that outcome hadn't been unexpected. "Trying to ferret out a group that doesn't exist will add to the confusion and keep Arnost chasing his own tail."

"Agreed," Zeela said. "And should Soraph descend into utter chaos, all the better. It would give the princess a chance to step into the breach, break Arnost's hold."

Her words made him shiver. Destroying Arnost had always been their objective, but he found himself reflecting on the indifference that destruction implied. He had never sought to deliberately inflict suffering on the Soraphians, but the truth was he hadn't given their plight much thought either, not until Caya had joined them. Chaos in Soraph would hurt her deeply, even if it did provide her with an advantage, and he fervently hoped the situation wouldn't come to that.

"What of Karima's group?" Naveed asked. "Is Arnost aware of them or does he attribute the depots' destruction to an unknown Soraphian element as well?"

"I've been unable to find any evidence he's aware of Karima's existence, but that doesn't mean we should assume he's unaware," Zeela said. "He was prepared, of course, for the possibility that the Rostands would act of their own will, in defiance of royal edicts, but that's as much as I've been able to determine based on the intelligence I've gathered."

"Well, hopefully he'll be so focused on this mythic Soraphian splinter group he won't see Karima's group coming," Naveed said.

"That's our hope as well—and hers," Zeela said, traces of a smile appearing on her face.

"You've learned something about her?" Morgan asked, resting his hands on his war table and leaning closer to her.

Satisfaction spread over her face as she nodded. "My spies found one of her message drops and were able to copy the information it contained before her scouts got to it. One of the messages was of a more personal nature, and though the author used a pseudonym and the message was coded, my spies were able to track it back to its point of origin. Karima has an outpost here, which I've placed under observation." Zeela tapped the map on an obscure village in the southern part of Rostand.

"Good work," Morgan said, satisfaction spreading through him as well. The more information they could gather about Karima, the better.

"I'll notify you immediately when I receive new intelligence."

They talked a while longer about the mission, then the advisers brought Morgan up to date on the state of Wyleia. Together they crafted several messages to be shared with the people, informing them of progress in Rostand, then Morgan and Naveed retired to his presence chamber.

"Have a seat. I'll get you a drink," Naveed said, waving his hand at a chair.

"You must be as exhausted as I am," Morgan protested, but he let himself fall into the chair just the same.

"It'll come crashing over me soon enough," Naveed said, handing Morgan the promised drink as he took a seat across from his friend.

Sighing as he took in Naveed's intense expression, Morgan said, "And here I thought we were going to relax."

Naveed sipped his drink, then set it aside and leaned back in his chair, his gaze never once leaving his friend. "I've seen how you look at Caya."

Looking away, Morgan sipped his own drink. He tried and failed to conceal the sudden tension in his body. "Then you've also seen that I haven't acted on it."

"I'm just worried about you, Morgan," Naveed said, and the softness of his friend's voice pulled Morgan's eyes back to his.

"You needn't be," Morgan said, trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince Naveed. "I've no intention of complicating anything further."

Shaking his head with a faint smile, Naveed said, "Of course you haven't."

Morgan bristled but didn't respond, and a moment later Naveed added, "I no longer think the worst of her. I believe her intentions are good and that she wants to stop Arnost, but after that… Just… Have a care, Morgan. It's impossible to determine which way the winds will blow each of you now, let alone if our plans come to fruition and Arnost is defeated."

"I know," Morgan said, running a hand through his hair. It was just one of the many worries that kept him up at night.
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Peace filled Caya when she woke from a deep, restful sleep the next morning. Though her deception of Pili and Hala still ate away at her, seeing them again and talking with them had eased her mind, as had the fact that Morgan and his advisers had kept them safe. Were the worst to happen, they would have a refuge. The circumstances weren't ideal, but it would be far better for them to live safely with those whose identities they could never know rather than end up at Arnost's mercy.

What she didn't really want to acknowledge was how safe she herself felt in Wyleia. The last time she had felt this secure had been before Arnost had attacked Wyleia, back when she had still believed in her father.

What if you're just as big a fool for thinking Morgan can keep you safe as you were for thinking your father could? a nasty internal voice whispered.

She wouldn't listen to it, though. Her time out in the field with Morgan and his people had proved many things to her. Arnost had made her loath to trust anyone, but her conviction that she could trust Morgan was growing by the day.

That's not the only thing growing by the day, the insidious voice mocked, but once again she ignored it.

After breakfast, she, Pili, and Hala headed for the war room, reaching it at the same time as Arihi.

"Your Highness," Arihi said, nodding at Caya, who nodded back. She knew Arihi didn't trust her yet, but she found this sign that Arihi was thawing toward her gratifying.

Naveed, Morgan, and his advisers were already inside, and as she entered the room she felt Morgan's eyes on her. She didn't fail to notice that Naveed was watching as well.

"Zeela has some new information for us," Morgan told Caya.

"Your Highness," Zeela said, bowing to the princess before filling her in on what she had told Morgan the previous day.

"That's excellent news," Caya said, her pulse racing in excitement.

"We've also received new information about Arnost's troops' movements," Aurion said, adjusting several markers before tapping two locations on the map. "He's reassigned the bulk of his troops to these two depots. We already knew they were of strategic import, but this suggests the strikes hurt him more than we thought, and that he's determined to protect his remaining supplies."

Arihi frowned. "Which means those depots are out of our reach."
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