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Word from the Author




Ifirst sat down to write this story in the fall of 2014, inspired by visions of characters that came to mind during a lunchtime walk at a dead-end job. At the time, I needed an escape from reality. Within three months, I completed the novel and named it The Warrior from Monde. I thought I had accomplished something big. But I always find a way to bring myself back down to reality.

Between then and now, I joined writers’ groups and attended fiction writing seminars. I found myself surrounded by writers with MFAs who discussed story structure and world-building—things my then-high-school-level education didn’t sufficiently cover. By the time I completed my novel, I was in college, and I found myself changing my engineering major to English. The decision paid off. I’ve since worked as a legal and technical writer, so, contrary to the stereotype that an English degree is worthless, I’ve managed to earn more than a living wage. More importantly, I can finally call myself a writer.

Meanwhile, this story sat on my hard drive (and introductory chapters on Wattpad) for years. After gaining a formal writing education and editing documents daily for work, I knew the book would likely require major revisions. For a few years post-graduation, I procrastinated at the thought of rereading and fully editing the manuscript and debated whether the story still represented the initial vision that motivated me to write it.

In 2024, I finally committed to a full edit and some restructuring. I changed the title three times—The Warrior from Monde, then The Warrior’s Seed, and finally, Vanguardian.

So, reader, I hope you enjoy this tale. Better late than never.

—  The Clerk








  
  
Dedication



To my son, whom I always encourage to leave his mark on this world.


And to my younger self, who deserved a guiding light when none was there.
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Part One


Protector



















  
  

Chapter One


Salvage, Monde, Planet Holera





War had sent Nasrin far from home. She could have been thousands of miles away, feeling the warmth of the Mansian air ruffle the hem of her kaftan. Instead, with ceaseless regularity, she endured starvation and any number of forms of exposure; tonight, it was frostbite. Forcing the cabin door shut against a volley of biting wind, she entered the one-room dwelling empty-handed. Her makeshift animal trap once again failed to catch anything. Agnes and Judith, the elderly sisters who had opened their home to her when she was exiled from her own, always gave her hope to try again each day. The sisters turned their faces from the entry door and began their nighttime ritual: together, they knelt beside their shared cot and recited scripture. This was the nightly cycle of the last three years of Nasrin’s life: the first three years of her son Lucian’s life. 

In the day, they confronted the dense forest shrouding the cabin. Nasrin gathered wood as Lucian played by her side. Nasrin always paused to look through the dense trees to the southeast, thinking of her homeland, Mansia, a country Lucian would never see. At night, she stared through the trees for a different reason, scanning up through their canopies, hoping never to encounter the glowing sphere that ushered her descent into a life of obscurity—a darkness akin to the shadows cast over the cabin that night.

The women continued praying as Nasrin’s toes and fingers thawed from being out in the snow. Then, she lowered herself to the cot she shared with Lucian to sleep beside him. Every black strand of his hair glinted like firebolts in the windowed moonlight as Nasrin gently ran her cold fingertips through it. He had fallen asleep waiting for her to return from outside. Listening to the soft, see-saw of his breath and the whispered hymns of the sisters, Nasrin finally rested her head and sank into sleep.

War had driven Nasrin to her new life. But, if not for war, she would not have Lucian.


      [image: ]Duke Fabien de Vistré shouted commands as a detachment of gendarmes dispersed on horseback around him, entering the eastern woodlands at the edge of Monde. Gabriel, a lieutenant and the second in command, followed close behind. The still forest progressively woke to the cracking of branches and echoes of men’s voices. As the cavalry advanced, the noise traveled the distance to Nasrin’s ears. Agnes and Judith woke to her alarmed whispers.

“Wake up! Listen.”

Agnes sat up in a hurry.

“I hear men outside,” Nasrin said.

Judith opened her eyes and lay still a moment to listen. “They’re getting closer,” she replied, eyes wide and fixed on Nasrin. 

Nasrin’s gaze shifted between the sisters, who looked gravely back at her. Exchanging no words, Nasrin rolled over on her cot and looked down at Lucian. He was still asleep.

“Remember,” Agnes whispered, gently rising from her cot, “you will have to leave him with us.” 

With her back to the women, Nasrin lay still, holding her gaze on Lucian. To hug him might be too much, she thought. If she woke him, he’d cry out for her when she hurried to leave. Then his cries could lead the men outside directly to their cabin.

The neigh of horses sounded nearby, closer than just moments before. 

“Hide now, Nasrin! Before they’re at our door.” Agnes’s voice strained as she fought between panic and caution to be quiet. 

Nasrin scanned the cabin. “Yes, but where?”

All three women stared frantically around the room.

Then Judith snapped her gaze to the door. “Outside.”

Nasrin closed her eyes and inhaled sharply. 

“We’ve prepared for this . . .” Judith said.

Nodding, Nasrin opened her eyes again. Before rising from her cot, she lowered her head to lightly kiss Lucian’s cheek.

“Come here, my child,” Judith whispered to her, moving her aged body with as great an urgency as she could muster. She gathered up a wool scarf to wrap around Nasrin’s hair and face, leaving only her eyes visible. Her midnight-black hair; honey-hued skin; and prismatic, amber-green eyes left no uncertainty of her foreign ancestry. Unlike her, the people of Monde had fair skin, with varying colors of hair. Nasrin’s dark features were common in her homeland and varied rarely, if at all.

Agnes took Nasrin’s place on the cot she shared with Lucian. Judith wrapped a blanket around Nasrin’s shoulders, and then another blanket around herself. “I’m going with you.”

“Are you sure?” Nasrin asked.

“Yes, these old bones can handle a little snow. You’ll need me to speak if they spot you.”

Nasrin nodded. “Thank you.” Clutching Judith close, they departed into the frigid night.


      [image: ]Half an hour had passed since de Vistré and his soldiers had entered the forest. His lieutenant, Gabriel, approached him with news. “We found a hovel. It’s about half a league to the west.” 

“Did you search it?”

Gabriel nodded. “Inside was only a woman and a child.” 

“A woman and a child . . . out here?”

“Yes.”

De Vistré turned his head in the direction from which Gabriel had come. “A woman and a child?”

“Well, the child is a toddler, and the woman . . . I’d wager . . . sixties, seventies.” He shrugged.

Brows furrowing, de Vistré silently pondered.

“That’s one way to avoid the taille: make yourself undiscoverable to the collector,” Gabriel quipped. 

De Vistré shook his head. His contemplative expression did not align with the lieutenant’s flippant comment and tone. The men sat on horseback in a remote section of Monde’s eastern woodlands, not far from enemy territory. The dense woods served as a secondary barrier between Monde’s capital city, Salvage, and its extensive border wall. The lack of ready connection to the people and resources available in Salvage, coupled with the threat of vagabonds and foreigners passing through the woodland, made it an irrational and dangerous location for an elderly woman and child to live. 

“In your inspection, did you see any sign of him?”

Gabriel wrangled his horse to stay still while de Vistré sat serenely atop his black Percheron. “No. But with your permission, I can return with some men and further inspect the surrounding grounds of the dwelling.”

“Keep searching for the traitor’s tracks, and spread the men farther out,” de Vistré commanded. Then, with a nudge to the side of his horse, de Vistré ventured farther on his own. He and his cavalry were tracking a soldier-turned-traitor who had been detained at the border but had escaped. Having recently fled, the young man was presumed to be the only meandering soul in the forest for miles in the blizzard weather. But now, the newly discovered woman and child in the cabin changed things. De Vistré wondered how many people had made that patch of remote woods their home.

Moving forward slowly while scanning the trees and bushes, he spotted a faint vapor, like a plume of breath formed in the frosty air. The plume originated from behind a wide-trunked tree a short distance ahead. With a spur to his horse, he began closing in on the vapor. Along the way, he identified two sets of fresh footprints in the snow.


      [image: ]Nasrin and Judith had taken refuge behind a large ancient tree. The shanty they’d constructed to shield Nasrin in this scenario was too difficult to reach in the snow, coupled with the speed at which they had to hide. Snow had covered their garments and reached their skin, numbing their limbs. Unable to battle the snow any further, Judith especially, they collapsed on the forest floor barely halfway to the shanty and huddled together, fighting to keep warm. Bracing against the numbing wind, they hoped their snow-blanketed garments would camouflage them. After the noise from the men and horses progressively diminished in the distance, Nasrin lifted her head to look around.

“Sir, over there!” a soldier on horseback within de Vistré’s peripheral yelled through trees. The soldier was accompanied by two other men, who followed close behind. Together, they halted their horses at the foot of the tree the duke was already furtively approaching. Whoever was behind the tree did not move. Given the raucousness of his underlings, de Vistré abandoned his stealthy approach, set his horse in a gallop, and rounded the tree. 

Judith squeezed Nasrin more tightly, both keeping their heads under their blankets.

De Vistré motioned to one of the three soldiers to expose what was underneath the blanketed heap. The soldier jumped down from his horse and yanked the blankets off the breathing mass. De Vistré positioned his horse squarely in front of the women and stared down at them.

Judith looked up.

The duke's tricorne hat shaded much of his face, but the cerulean irises of his eyes penetrated through the night’s darkness. Judith noted that he was not wearing a soldier’s or officer’s uniform; absent was the navy and gold of the Royal Army. Black leather gloves led up to forearm guards of the same color. His sable greatcoat swept over his thighs and onyx boots laced up to his mid-calf. As Judith lifted her gaze upward again, a gust of wind blew, revealing fitted navy pants with a gold stripe down the side. She squeezed Nasrin tighter.

Nasrin’s face was still mostly covered. She remained with her head down and as still as possible, imagining that silence and stillness might somehow render her less conspicuous. This choice had the opposite effect on de Vistré; his focus heightened on her.

“Take that covering off her face,” he ordered of the soldier who’d unblanketed them. 

Nasrin’s heartbeat quickened. She turned her head away from the men’s voices, trying in vain to delay the inevitable, as the soldier pulled the scarf down to her chin. Unmasked, she looked downward and closed her eyes.

The soldier stepped back slowly.

De Vistré dismounted. He walked to her, crouched down, and lifted her chin with his gloved hand. He moved her head left and right, then returned it to align with his gaze. 

Her lips shuttered. She fought to keep him from seeing her eyes.

“You know, I won’t disappear because your eyes are closed.”

She pushed her chin down against his hand, attempting to lower her head.

“Open your eyes!”

“No!” Judith yelled and began sobbing.

The soldiers ruptured in laughter. De Vistré repeated his command and hardened his grip on Nasrin's chin, elevating her head higher. As the heat of his breath warmed her face, laughter and sobbing grew around her. Finally, she unclenched her eyes and looked past the man in front of her to see Judith crying in the grip of a soldier.

De Vistré pulled the scarf completely off Nasrin’s head. Her dark hair slipped free and billowed in ringlets around her, lapping the wind. 

All three troops ceased laughing. 

A gathering of her hair blew over her eyes. De Vistré idly brushed it away. Dark lashes framed her eyes, where flecks of amber seemed to play hide-and-seek within the green depths of her irises. Against the backdrop of her warm complexion, the green of her eyes was spellbinding. Her face was regal yet youthful. But all regality died at her lips, which were too full for a respectable woman or an innocent youth.

“She’s a foreigner, sir,” a soldier said, unnecessarily.

“What is your name?” de Vistré commanded.

Nasrin didn’t answer and redirected her gaze to a space off in the distance.

“Did you understand the question?”

Nasrin struggled to turn her head away, against the strength of his thumb and finger.

“What’s her name?” de Vistré demanded, addressing Judith without pulling his gaze from Nasrin.

Judith stared at Nasrin with fearful eyes.

“Nasrin. That is my name.”

De Vistré’s eyes widened with a glint. “You do understand me.” He paused and leisurely scanned her face again. “Nasrin,” he parroted hollowly.

“She’s—you mustn’t,” Judith began, attempting to escape the hold of the soldier detaining her.

“Control her, will you,” de Vistré commanded.

The young man pulled Judith farther back.

With a burning focus on Nasrin, he asked, “Do you have resident documents?”

“Sir, please—” Judith interjected.

De Vistré reluctantly tore his gaze from the foreigner and eyed her companion. “She doesn’t, does she?” he said, looking off in the distance. The hovel Gabriel had reported to him came to mind. Anyone living in the middle of a forest wished to be hidden—for some reason or another. Avoiding the taille was one possibility, but illegal residency was staring him in the face.

“She works for me. She . . . has earned her stay. She has—” Judith scrambled to Nasrin’s defense.

Nasrin reached for Judith as she reached out for her. De Vistré grabbed Nasrin around her waist and pulled her toward his horse.

“Lucian,” she howled.

De Vistré reached his horse, despite her violent thrashing and smirked with irritation at her struggle. With his free hand, he retrieved a rope from a satchel on the side of his horse, then held her firm to bind her hands in front of her.

“Where are you taking her?” Judith said, muscling to reach Nasrin while still in the grip of a soldier.

“What do we do with this one?” the soldier restraining her asked.

“Send her back to her hovel,” de Vistré said and lifting Nasrin up to his horse, he placed her belly down over the saddle, then mounted behind her. “After that, keep searching for the traitor.” He then spurred his horse into motion.


      [image: ]Gabriel saw someone dangling over the side of the duke’s horse and rode after him. 

“Is the search over? It would have been nice to be told,” he huffed, riding up to de Vistré, his longtime friend. They had grown into men together as servants in Monde’s Royal Army, fighting alongside each other in war or on duty since they were teenagers. Gabriel carried out de Vistré’s orders dutifully. Yet being brothers—not by blood, but through a long battle-borne kinship—he often spoke plainly to de Vistré when not among subordinates.

The duke was on his way out of the woods. As he rode on, Nasrin’s hair broke free of the poor blanketing de Vistré had created upon mounting her on the horse. Gabriel did a double take.

“Wait, I thought we were searching for a man—not a woman.” Gabriel slowed his horse.

De Vistré followed suit.

Now at more of a jog than a sprint, Gabriel continued without feeling the need to shout against the wind. “So, what is this . . . . Are you resurrecting an old hobby?” he said jokingly, but only slightly. “We’re not at war,” he added, looking around drolly. “Why the trinket?”

“She’s an illegal inhabitant,” de Vistré said.

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed inquisitively. “Oh. Do you want me to call some men to detain her?”

De Vistré didn’t answer.

Gabriel’s expression grew skeptical.

“Where’d you find her?”

“Not far from where we last spoke. I rode on and spotted her hiding amongst the trees. She must have heard us coming and tried to flee.”

Nasrin grew lightheaded by the rattling of her head against the duke’s horse.

No longer hurrying to get her bound and mounted, de Vistré slowed and halted the animal, then dismounted.

Gabriel stayed his horse but remained seated, looking down at de Vistré. 

De Vistré grabbed Nasrin more gently than before and propped her up on the saddle, legs to one side. 

Blood had rushed to her head while draped over on the horse. Her gaze was not fixed on anything; the duke and the man on horseback beside him were a haze.

De Vistré stared up at her. Her hair haloed around her head. The deep blackness of her tresses made it difficult for de Vistré to decipher where one lax curl ended and another began. He then began binding her legs at the ankles.

“Shall I call some soldiers to escort her away?” Gabriel repeated.

De Vistré remounted his horse. “No. I’m leaving you in charge. I’ll take her for questioning. You stay behind and direct the search. You’ll find him.”

Gabriel took the order with a nod.

De Vistré wrapped the reins around his wrists just above Nasrin’s bound hands. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Gabriel looked on as de Vistré rode away.


      [image: ]With every gust of wind, even before the horse set off near her cabin, Nasrin’s face, hands, and uncovered ankles were stricken by the blistering air. Her lips shuddered uncontrollably, and her fingers went numb, but her mind was on her son, Lucian. She wondered how far away she would be taken from him, and for how long she could be imprisoned.

De Vistré steered his horse through the dense woods and down a path familiar but unfrequented by him. That end of the territory was all but unpopulated. As he thought on it, he believed he had once seen the hovel Gabriel had reported to him. It was the only edifice in the forest, but he’d presumed it was abandoned because of its dilapidated condition. Now, it seemed, it had been occupied for some time. Nasrin began to slump over. The combination of hunger, lightheadedness, and overexertion was defeating her. De Vistré urged his horse to run faster. Soon, they reached a clearing that gave way to an iron gate that fenced a white-stone estate. De Vistré halted at the towering entry and pulled on the rope of a pole-mounted bell. Momentarily, a man dressed as a guardsman emerged from a secondary building of the estate and labored the gate open. De Vistré passed through and dismounted from his horse on the circular drive. 

“Girl,” he said looking up at Nasrin, seeing her unfocused gaze.

She murmured something indecipherable.

The duke rolled her onto his shoulder and climbed the shallow entry steps of the estate. The same man who emerged to open the gate opened the entry door. Inside was dimly lit by candles, scarcely unshrouding the halls. Nasrin caught glimpses of the candlelight and stone floors, as she gauged her position in space. Still off the ground but this time not on horseback, she recognized she was in the grip of the supposed soldier who’d captured her. She launched into shouting and coupled it with kicking, attempting to loose from him. It was of no use; she knew this day could come. She wasn’t a citizen of Monde and was a criminal for remaining in the country. Still, her mind fought with her current reality. Knowing her freedom may have been lost, she’d fight for Lucian. He, at least, was a citizen, conceived and born in the country.

Jerking violently, she worked to reach her feet to the floor. De Vistré gripped her tighter and began climbing one end of a twin staircase in the oval-shaped entry hall. At the top of the stairs, he turned a corner. Nasrin mentally archived every step and turn.

They passed a man in a servant’s uniform who stared forward blankly as de Vistré approached with a bound, shouting woman over his back. De Vistré stopped before two dark wood doors and nudged one open with his free shoulder, then he kicked the door shut behind him, enveloping them both in a dark room. Walking several steps into the room, he off-loaded Nasrin from his shoulder. She fell onto a plush surface. Her cheek felt as if it was against a blanket. She hurriedly rolled over to rest on her back and see where she was. Overhead, canopy drapes shielded much of her view of the room. Two open slits offered glimpses of the space despite the darkness. She couldn’t make out anything to her right, but beyond her feet she saw the foot of the bed she found herself in. Turning her head, she saw her captor squatting before a fireplace, starting a fire. She scooted back to the head of the bed, tugging at the rope on her wrists. As the room grew brighter by the firelight, she looked around again.

“Where am I?” she asked.

De Vistré stood. Then, facing her, he began removing his snow-soaked greatcoat. With his coat removed, he turned away, offering her no answer. He stopped in front of a desk steps away from the fireplace. A long mirror beside the desk was angled, facing him. Still standing, he rested his palms on the desk and stared downward, as if exhausted. Several moments passed with him staring at the empty desk surface until, at last, he stood straight again. Readying to turn around, he caught sight of himself in the mirror. He raked a quivering hand through his hair, then lowered it forcefully, averting his gaze from himself.

Nasrin looked away from her hands and saw her captor hunched over the desk. “If I’m to be imprisoned . . .” She looked around. “Take me to one.” Although she’d feared imprisonment since finding herself abandoned in Monde, she preferred it to the circumstances she suspected she was now in.

Silence lingered in reply to her entreaty. He turned around.

Nasrin’s thoughts went to Lucian, the sisters, and the soldiers who might still be searching the forest around their cabin. The memory of Lucian sleeping as she left the cabin—that could not be the last time she saw him.

De Vistré approached her and sat alongside her on the bed. “I still don’t know if you’re a criminal. So, why would I imprison you?” he asked tonelessly. “Are you admitting guilt?”

“You don’t look like . . . a soldier.” She thrust her hands up to his jaw and rammed it. His hand flew to his face and his eyes widened. Nasrin rolled off the bed, landing with a thud on the floor. She shuffled the short length to the double doors. Leaning against one door, she inched to her feet. De Vistré sat unmoving, his hand rubbing his jaw. There was no anger in his expression, and no urgency in his manner to stop her. She sighed, relieved, when she got a grip on the door handle. But when she attempted to pull it open, she fell again. Her bound legs made her footing unstable. Chest heaving, she scanned the room.

Nasrin counted six doors: the double doors her back rested against, and a pair of doors on each side of the room, leading to spaces out of view. None of the doors she could see led outside the home, and what appeared to be windows were covered by heavy drapes. Beyond the bed, through the slit on the right, she could now see heavy curtains that fell to the length of what could be a door to a terrace. If she managed to reach those doors—well, she didn’t know what was beyond them or how far she could make it in the snow. The guard who opened the doors for her captor as he forced her inside came to mind; the home could be well-guarded. Whoever her captor was, he appeared to have the resources to make an escape difficult. With her back still against the door, her gaze returned to him. He now had one hand on his thigh and the other leveraging himself on the bed in partial repose. He had been watching her.

She sharpened her gaze. “Sir,” she forced herself to utter after scanning the regality of the room. “You said I’m not a criminal. So, then, please send me home.”

“Home . . .” He paused, getting to his feet.

“Why am I here?” She turned to reach for the door handle again.

Stopping close behind her, de Vistré gripped her shoulders and maneuvered her to her feet. “I never said you weren’t a criminal.” He stepped in front of her. “But it’s clear that you’re deceptive. I know exactly what I said.”

“Send me home. . .” she said, slipping into tears. 

He gripped her arms and seemingly observed her react to her predicament. 

Receiving no reply, she shouted whatever came to mind. “Haven’t you a god to answer to?”

While living with Agnes and Judith, Nasrin learned that Monde was a country governed by religious doctrine. The principles of the god of the land were the foundation of society, intended to guide man, woman, and soldier alike. As best as she could guess, her captor was somewhere on that ladder. The strength of her voice contrasted with her youthful face, and her dense accent made her words sound coarse, clashing with her beauty. But for all her effort, each utterance hung on the bit of energy she had. Her body grew weaker from pushing against him. De Vistré said nothing. She tried again. 

“Haven’t you a sister? A mother?”

De Vistré loosened his grip on her and took a step back, staring into her eyes. In the minor illumination in the room, the desperation evident on her face abruptly shamed him. He then truly saw her: the grime on her hands and underneath her nails, the tears caught in the dirt on her face, and the growing dimness in her eyes. Worse was the fear he had ignored before that moment. A kind of fear he had seen before. He turned his back to her.

Immediately, Nasrin grasped the door handle, rattling it violently to get a good grip. 

“Don’t do that,” de Vistré said flatly. “You’ll get nowhere.” 

She looked up, exhausted and with only the ceiling to plead to. “My son . . .” she uttered, struggling to catch her breath, then she slumped over.

De Vistré heard a thump behind him. He turned around and looked down. “Dammit!”








  
  
Chapter Two




De Vistré crouched beside Nasrin. He returned her to the bed, where they had begun. He stood and turned away, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck. The situation had grown messier by the minute. 

Nasrin opened her eyes. The canopy above her reminded her of where she was. She heard footsteps. De Vistré came into view.

“You’re the mother of the child in the cabin?” he asked.

Upon thought, he put all the characters together: the old woman and child Gabriel reported, the other older woman, and the young foreigner—who was now on his bed. One of Nasrin’s acquaintances had stayed behind with the child, while the other went with her to hide from him and his soldiers. It made sense. Who exactly the older women were, de Vistré did not know, but he’d find out.

“Yes, he’s my son,” she said. “I’ll die of worry without him.”

De Vistré stepped closer to the bed but remained standing. Nasrin broke their gaze and scooted back to the headrest and found that her legs were free of the rope that bound them earlier. But her hands were still tied. She managed to sit upright.

With a renewed glint in his eyes, de Vistré said, “I will retrieve your son for you—tonight.”

Nasrin’s eyes widened. “Wait—” she jutted her arms out at him, nearly touching him, then quickly retracted them. “I must go with you . . . . He will be frightened of a stranger.” 

He eyed her for a moment. She put her hands to her lips, as if to pray, but stopped short. He leaned forward toward her and tugged on a cord behind her above the headrest, then he stepped back. A knock soon came to the door. Speaking through the door, de Vistré said, “Retrieve a coat from the storage chest.”

He returned his focus to Nasrin. As soon as he did, however, he stopped, and unlocked the door, opening it out to the hall. “And prepare the sleigh,” he added. 

When the guard returned, the duke draped an olive coat over Nasrin, stepped through the chamber door, and guided her down the stairs to the entry foyer. Before leaving, de Vistré stopped a female servant and instructed her to prepare a room for their return. As he and Nasrin walked to the door, the servant’s gaze roamed over Nasrin. Ragged, dirty garments were visible from underneath the coat the duke had put on her, and she stood with an uncultured, cowered posture. 

The servant stood transfixed by the woman’s dark features. Silken ropes of black hair elegantly framed her face, even in its disheveled state. And although she appeared to be of low station, the duke moved hastily for her. Before fully turning away, the servant noted the woman’s bound hands.


      [image: ]Inside the sleigh coach, de Vistré’s periodic glances felt like an itchy irritation on Nasrin’s skin. When not looking at her, he stared aloof out the window. In the darkness of the night and with the trees of the woods blocking the moonlight, there wasn’t much to see. But Nasrin was gladdened when he turned his focus to the nothingness through the window. He rested with his back against the leather-padded seat, his hips slightly forward, and his elbow on the armrest below the window. His hair, a collection of loose, russet curls, was cropped at his chin and slightly longer at his nape. A broad, stubbled jaw led up to well-hewn cheeks and blue eyes cloaked beneath a pronounced brow ridge. Bold, winged brows enhanced his menacing visage. There was nothing ugly about his face, but there was also nothing welcoming about it. Altogether, he represented what those of his class called good breeding—a perfect soldier, in his case. To Nasrin, his treatment of her matched the bruteness of his appearance.

Years before de Vistré became a duke, he learned how to instill fear in others. He was known by the people of Monde for extreme brutality and exceptional military tact. The crucible of advanced training his father, a former general, had guided him through had helped him survive bitter combat, where thousand-pound horses fell around him, and soldiers fought at his feet in a quandary of blades and gun smoke. He had learned from it and was hardened by it. The king regarded him as the embodiment of Monde’s strong military. Despite exercising violence as he saw fit, it was through diplomacy that de Vistré carried the country into its current peacetime. The king trusted him with all the unpleasant matters of deterring rivals and controlling citizens and criminals. De Vistré did so without complaint.


      [image: ]The coach stopped outside Nasrin’s cabin. Their arrival cut through the uncomfortable atmosphere within the enclosed coach. De Vistré moved to the edge of the seat and pulled Nasrin’s hands close, between his thighs, stopping short of his lap. He reached around his waist and pulled out a knife to cut the scratchy twine from her wrists. She yearned to grab hold of the knife and cut her way out of the coach, killing him, if she had to. But, thinking realistically, she’d have to get too close to him to take the knife, and the footmen would also require addressing; she couldn’t fathom having to kill three men, and with one small knife—and not with her son steps away. De Vistré fisted his hand and knocked on the coach ceiling. One of the two footmen stepped down from atop the coach and opened the door to lead Nasrin outside. She felt the weight of de Vistré’s gaze as she walked to the door of her cabin; he uttered something to a footman when Nasrin reached the cabin door. She rapped on it in a pattern, doing so quietly to keep secret the code that she and the sisters shared. After some silence, the door pulled open.

Agnes peered out. 

“Ah, Nasrin!” she whispered and opened the door just enough to let Nasrin inside. 

They hugged tightly. Judith tiptoed over and joined in the embrace. The women were relieved to see Nasrin again, and so soon. With a single glimpse at the men and the coach, Agnes slammed the door shut. 

“Who’s out there? Who’s in that coach? What has happened?” She went on and inspected the coat Nasrin was wearing. Soft fur lined the interior of the garment; embroidered green satin was the outer fabric. 

Nasrin slipped out of Agnes’s hands and rushed to Lucian. He was sleeping.

“Earlier, a soldier came in and saw me and him,” Agnes said. “Thankfully, he didn’t stay long. He asked me if I’d seen a man come this way. I told him I had not. That was it. He left.” She walked to where Nasrin knelt by Lucian. “It’s a wonder he slept through it all. He was more peaceful tonight than any other.” She put her hands together and shut her eyes tightly. “Praise God he did not wake to see you gone.”

Nasrin nodded. “Thankfully, he didn’t. I’m back now,” she said. She turned her head up to the sisters. “I’ve come to take him with me.” Her eyes were awash with worry and budding tears.

Agnes placed a hand on Nasrin’s shoulder. “Who are they?” she asked again, referring to the men outside.

“The man who captured me . . .” Nasrin stammered, “he took me to his home, I think. An isolated place. I don’t know who he is. A soldier . . . . I’m not sure, but he brought me back here to get Lucian. I don’t know what he wants. Maybe we both will be imprisoned.” Tears she had been holding back suddenly streamed down her cheeks. 

“Oh, Nasrin,” Judith cried.

“Your life has been so cursed, my child. I’m sorry,” said Agnes.

Nasrin stood to embrace them.

“Nasrin, do you know what can happen to you? Do you know—” Judith paused, as if considering her words. “I thought you were already imprisoned, my child.”

“I can’t think of it now,” Nasrin replied, letting go of the women. She knelt down again beside her son. “Lucian, my baby,” she exclaimed softly and stroked strands of his hair away from his eyes.

His eyes opened.

“Lucian . . .” She kissed his forehead.

“Mama,” he said, looking up at her sleep-eyed. “Where were you?” he asked, seeing the fresh snowflakes melting on her shoulders. 

She smiled. “I’ve been out, I . . .”

“Are you all right?” 

She couldn’t hide the obvious distress on her face. 

“Is there still nothing in the trap?” he asked. 

She laughed, hoping to shield the worry in her eyes. “Oh, no, baby . . . it’s not that. We, you and I, we’ll be leaving Aunt Agnes and Judith’s tonight.”

His face contorted into a confused frown. “Why?”

Nasrin was unsure how to state it, how to proceed in an explanation of where they were possibly going.

There was a swift opening of the door, and there stood the footman, signaling that it was time for them to depart.

“Oh, Nasrin,” Judith wept.

Agnes was equally sorrowful, terrified for Nasrin and her son. The women hugged her for what they feared would be their last time all together. Nasrin wiped her tears and stood Lucian up, wrapped a blanket around his shoulders, and gathered woolen socks to put on him.

“Mama, where are we going?”

“Shhh . . . be patient, my child,” she said with anxious frustration and scooped him up. Turning her back to the women, she passed through the door. The footman held it open long enough for her to get a final look at the women, her companions, before shutting it behind her. Lucian’s eyes widened at the sight of the coach and the footman holding the door open. Nasrin entered and sat Lucian on her lap. Lucian stared at the man seated across from them. De Vistré returned the boy’s gaze.

Turning his face up to his mom and cupping his hand to her ear, Lucian whispered, “Who’s that?”

Nasrin looked at de Vistré, then averted her gaze. “I don’t know. But be quiet. We’ll soon arrive.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.” She held him more tightly.

De Vistré was still rested against the leather seat in the carriage. 

From his easy demeanor, Nasrin wondered if what he was putting her through was a normal event for him. He observed that the toddler was a healthy size despite what he imagined was a challenging environment for a child’s development. The boy’s legs dangled over Nasrin’s lap past her knees. She whispered for Lucian to stop looking at the man across from them. 

When the coach stopped, de Vistré stayed behind as Nasrin and her son disembarked. Once back inside the estate, a female servant, an older woman with welcoming eyes, directed her to a bedroom different from the one she was forced into before. Now the entryway was better lit by brass lanterns, and Nasrin could see for certain that she was in a private home, a great house, only attainable to someone of status. But she still did not know what her captor was. The estate embodied the imposing and regal beauty of Monde’s classic architecture: great slabs of smooth stone, internal columns in the grand rotunda foyer that mimicked those at the façade of the home, white coffered walls and ceilings. What she could not see were all the rooms. Excluding servants’ quarters, there were fifteen rooms: six bedchambers, four washrooms, a formal dining room, a sitting room, a library, a den, and a ballroom. De Vistré had lived there all his life. As a child, he explored every room and hidden space. Now, and as the years passed, he found himself entering fewer and fewer rooms. To him, it was a cold and spiritless place that he kept away from more so than lived in. But possessing the vast property and grounds had its conveniences. 


      [image: ]De Vistré at last exited the coach and entered the entry hall and climbed the staircase. Nasrin and Lucian were already upstairs being guided down the bedroom corridor by the servant. Nasrin turned her head and saw a glimpse of de Vistré as he entered the room he had hauled her into earlier. She inhaled sharply, feeling tension rise in her.

“Here we are, my dear,” the servant instructed, guiding Nasrin and Lucian into a room.

Lucian tugged on Nasrin’s arm. He was sleepy walking beside her. She bent down and picked him up. He was getting too heavy for her, she thought.

“The child will sleep beside you,” the servant said, unfurling the top sheets on the bed. “Come on. You both must be tired.”

Nasrin hesitated, then reluctantly stepped forward and gently lowered Lucian on the bed.

“I will return in the morning, madame. You’ll both need bathing,” the maid said and tried to avoid lingering her gaze on the dirt on Nasrin’s face and the tatters of Lucian’s clothing. She forced a smile, nodded her head, and left the room.

The room was filled with the warmth of the fireplace. Nasrin sat down beside Lucian and eyed the door to the hall. There was no lock.

“Is this my cot, Mother?” Lucian had snuggled up with a pillow and spoke with a giddy smile, unaware of all that had transpired that night.

“Sleep, son.”


      [image: ]Down the hall, the duke stood in his room with the head housemaid, who’d just returned from tending to Nasrin. He had a final order for the evening.

“Tell Dubois I will no longer need her,” he said. “She will receive a satisfactory reference and funds for her departure. She must leave in the morning. That’s all.”

“Yes . . . my lord,” the maid replied. Turning away, she smiled faintly and swiftly departed to relay the news to Dubois. Upon receipt, the servant girl erupted in tears.








  
  
Chapter Three




Soon after dawn on the following day, de Vistré’s sentiments about his decisions the night before were unchanged. It was as if a strange compulsion had guided him, and he had surrendered to it, without fearing consequence. The woman he had captured was unknown to anyone in Monde, he reasoned. He had always been an obedient servant to the king. As far back as he could remember, he existed to dutifully execute recurring orders from his majesty. Whatever the force was behind his recent compulsion, he did not know, but he’d follow it and see where it led. 


      [image: ]The young maid, Dubois, had packed up in the night, having been ordered to leave at sunrise. The duke was her first employer, and she had grown fond of him over her year in service for him. Not long after he hired her, he’d opened up to her. At least he had made her believe that. They talked in private often, and he had managed to make her feel worthy of more than a servant’s life. In return, she opened up to him. Now, the order for her dismissal left her suddenly without income and shelter. When she asked why she was being terminated, no reason was given. The head housemaid, Yvette, was pleased to see her leave, and just as pleased to give her the order. As basic as her work was, it proved to be a personal challenge for Dubois. Her pace was sluggish and most vexing of all, she talked incessantly. Yvette knew de Vistré hired her because she was lovely and naïve: the ideal servant for a self-indulgent bachelor. But however morally profligate the duke could be, he wasn’t sloppy. Knowing that the gossip of servants often traveled outside of their places of employ, he could no longer keep her around.

Whispers between the door guard and another servant revealed interesting information on the night of Dubois’s dismissal. That evening, she waited in her cellar-level room for Master de Vistré to send for her as he often did. But he didn’t. Still, she waited. If it wasn’t for that, she wouldn’t have overheard the other servants. Most of them said they had heard a woman screaming. One servant said he saw the woman slumped over the duke’s shoulder. Dubois was unaware of all that. Later that night, she was awakened by Yvette and ordered to clean a dirty dress, a scarf, and undergarments. Before her departure the following morning, Dubois made it her mission to find out who the woman was. She walked down de Vistré’s bedroom corridor and opened each door to peer inside. Soon enough, she found what she sought after: a woman with dark, foreign features sitting on the bed with a child, an odd-looking child at that. The boy stared at her with pale eyes. Dubois stood frozen in the doorway as she ran her eyes over the pair, who looked to be poorer than herself. She then stuttered through an insincere apology, feigned confusion, and claimed she’d entered the wrong door, before stumbling away.


      [image: ]De Vistré sat solitarily in the breakfast nook. “Prepare my guest for breakfast,” he ordered of the head housemaid.

“She has nothing to wear, my lord. And I have yet to prepare her bath,” she said. 

“In that case, what are you waiting for, Yvette? And . . . you might find something for her to wear in the same place the coat was . . . thank you.”

“The coat she wore last night, my lord?”

He cleared his throat, “Yes.”

With a demi-curtsy the maid exited the room.

De Vistré rapped the table where he sat at the far end, facing the entryway. To his rear was a window with a view of a side of the property. Due to the cold, Yvette left the drapes mostly closed, leaving only a sliver from which de Vistré and his guest could see the overnight accumulation of snow. De Vistré hadn’t entered the nook in years, until now. As he waited for his guest, a servant placed a glass of water in front of him on the table. He ordered the servant to bring the meal in hot, only when his guest arrived.

Yvette woke Nasrin, as Lucian remained asleep beside her at that early hour. 

Nasrin became uneasy when she learned her captor was waiting to see her, but she thought maybe in seeing him she could find out why he held her and her son there. Overnight, she had slept in a simple linen shift that had been placed on the bed for her. As she and Lucian slept, Yvette collected the tattered garments Nasrin had arrived in to have the grime cleaned from them. Afterward, they were stored away. Proper attire had to be worn in the duke’s presence. Nasrin was reluctant to participate in the preparation to see her captor, so Yvette did all the work. She instructed Nasrin to step into the bath. Once submerged in the water, the maid knelt beside the tub and scrubbed her body, then washed her hair thoroughly. When that was finished, Yvette stood and walked to a nearby marble-topped vanity and retrieved a set of tools from a drawer. Nasrin looked on with a suspicious eye. The maid picked a tool, then pulled a stool to the tub to sit alongside it opposite Nasrin. Nasrin tucked her knees to her chest, looking at the maid with caution.

“Lift a leg,” the maid instructed.

Nasrin looked at the tool in her hand: a round object with a rough surface.

The maid raised the tool higher in a jerky, impatient motion, trying to hurry Nasrin, while simultaneously displaying that the object was nothing to fear. “It’s for your nails, dear,” she coaxed.

Nasrin’s expression remained wary as she lifted a leg out of the water and allowed the maid to file down her nails. Nasrin had allowed her unkempt condition to go unchecked for years while living with Agnes and Judith; there was no time for, or reason to worry about grooming. 

By the time the maid got to the other foot, Nasrin had visibly relaxed and untensed her shoulders. When that task was finished, the maid went back to the vanity, returning with another tool in hand, a shining blade. 

Nasrin quickly sat up, splashing water out of the tub. “What’s that for?”

Yvette smiled warmly. “It’s for your legs . . . leaving your limbs in such a barbaric state is unbecoming and is for women . . . of lesser station . . . so they say.” 

Nasrin’s eyes narrowed. She detected sarcasm in the maid’s statement.

“Who says I am not . . . of lesser station?”

“Why, since you arrived here as a guest,” Yvette answered and sat back down on the stool beside the tub, blade in hand.

Nasrin retreated as far as she could go in the tub.

“My darling, I simply do as instructed. I don’t have to understand it. You must be presentable.”

“No,” Nasrin scolded. “No!” For all she knew, the woman might hack away at her flesh. She didn’t know the maid, the rest of the servants, or her captor. She stood abruptly. Water rolled down her skin, and more water spilled over the sides of the tub.

The maid stood back, astonished.

“What’s under my clothes won’t be visible to anyone,” Nasrin said. 

“Well, I dare say, I see a whole lot of you right now.”

Nasrin looked down and clutched her body. 

Yvette huffed and grabbed a cloth to soak up the water pooling around the bath. In the process, she returned the blade to the vanity. Lifting her head up from her focus on the wet floor, she returned her gaze to Nasrin, still standing nude. “I’ll leave you to dry off,” she said with a controlled, accommodating smile. 

With Nasrin out of the tub, Yvette moved on to preparing her dress at another end of the washroom, creating an opening for Nasrin to step into. With reluctance, Nasrin walked to her and allowed the maid to dress her. The built-in corset of the dress cinched her waist and lifted her breasts. She placed a hand over her cleavage. She’d never adopted the style of dress that the women of Monde wore. In fact, she’d had no chance to see how they dressed beyond the modest, sensible outfits that Judith and Agnes wore.

“Where’s the rest of it?” 

Yvette giggled. “What, my dear?” she said, leaning toward the girl, laughing mirthfully. “Oh, child, I’m afraid . . . that’s all of it. And you’re just stunning—thanks to my hard work,” she said, hands on hips.

Nasrin looked away from the maid, feeling exposed.

“It’s no more than I saw earlier,” Yvette laughed. “Now for your feet.” 

Low-heeled shoes were presented to Nasrin. She slipped into them while still holding a hand over her chest. 

“Almost done.” Yvette sat her down at the vanity and brushed back her black sea of curls, pulling the hair up from her face and securing it atop her head. Strands flowed down from the bottom of the clip, and Yvette coiled more spirals to frame her face and nape. The hairstyle was the fashion of Monde’s women. Yvette stood back and admired her masterpiece.

“Lovely, don’t you agree?”

Nasrin didn’t look at her reflection. Yvette huffed, shaking her head. Nasrin stood, signaling to the maid that she was finished with the preparation to see the man who had bound her, threw her over a horse, and transported her through a freezing blizzard to toss on his bed. The maid nodded and turned away to lead her out of the room. At the sight of the open door, Nasrin stilled apprehensively. Yvette took the first step out of the washroom to lead the way through the bedchamber and out to the hall.

“Wait,” she said to the maid. “I must check on my son.”

Yvette smiled. “You’ll be right back. He’s fine.”

Nasrin ignored her and remained in the bedroom. With the drapes pulled closed, the room was dark. She walked to the bed. Lucian was cocooned in the thick linens. His chest rose and fell with the peaceful cadence of his breath. Nasrin bent over and kissed his forehead. Her stomach churned as she stared at him, afraid for them both.

“Madame,” the maid whispered, gesturing for her to come.

Nasrin raised her head and stood tall. After another glance at her sleeping child, she followed the maid out of the room. Soon, they reached the breakfast nook.

“Your mistress, my lord,” the maid announced.

When Nasrin came through, de Vistré moved to the edge of his chair. Now that she was clean and groomed, he once again saw her as if for the first time, as he had done the night before. Only this time, instead of feeling nausea and shame, he acquitted himself of those feelings, seeing now that she was more than he expected. The dress yielded to her figure with grace. He thought it fit better on her than on its previous owner.

“Shall I have the meal brought in now, my lord?” Yvette asked.

De Vistré ran a finger around the rim of his glass. “Yes . . . please,” he replied without removing his eyes from his guest. The maid curtsied and departed.

“Can you do me the honor of giving me your full name?”

Nasrin stared at him grimly, unmoved by his forced gracious tone. “Hatuni. Nasrin Hatuni.”

“Well, Madame Hatuni, will you sit?”

Nasrin lifted her chin slightly. 

De Vistré drew in a long breath. “Or do you prefer to stand?” 

That she did: standing with her arms at her sides, back straight, looking at him with contempt.

A servant entered and brought the meal in, momentarily breaking the tension in the room. Now with their plates laid before them, de Vistré again waited for his guest to sit.

“Will you not eat?” he said, his fists clenched on either side of his plate.

The smell of warm bread and roasted sausage made Nasrin’s stomach rumble. But she wouldn’t eat with him, despite her prolonged hunger.

“When am I returning home?”

A slightly irritated smirk formed on his face. He chuckled under his breath. Before answering, he inhaled sharply. 

“Where exactly is home, Nasrin?” For a foreigner with a heavy accent, she spoke his language well. He gathered she had either been taught at a young age or learned during a long residency in Monde.

Nasrin’s face heated. “The cabin. I know you saw it. That’s my home.”

“Yes, I saw it—that hut,” he said in a casual insult. “But you don’t belong there. Rather, you’re not from around here at all; we both know that. Why were you there?”

Following a moment of strained silence, Nasrin answered in a less abrasive tone. “I live with the women who own the cabin.” She paused. “We are all servants of God. We bother no one. And we wish to stay away from society—so as to avoid sin.”

He smiled, amused, noting her unconvincing tone. Interrogations were part of his profession. He easily ascertained when someone was hedging, rushing an answer, or plainly lying.

“‘We’? I did not ask about those women. Who are you, and why are you in Monde?”

“Sir, I—”

“No more stories,” he interrupted. “You must answer me truthfully. Now, are you a widow?” he asked, knowing she was old enough to marry and had already borne a child.

Nasrin shook her head.

“And you’re obviously not a virgin, petite maman,” he said sardonically, “so how is it that you serve God?” 

She lowered her gaze.

“Are you a gypsy? They are known to be deceptive. A gypsy widow, then?” he said confidently.

Nasrin made no reply.

“Madame,” he said firmly. “You are here to explain exactly what you’re doing in this country. Few get such a welcome reception. At last, explain how you came to be in Monde.”

Nasrin stood firm but felt her strength dwindling as she fought against hunger pangs, amplified by the smell of the food within arm’s reach.

“I haven’t the time to pull the words from you. Any moment now, a colleague of mine will be here, and if you fail to comply with me, you will leave with him to be questioned in prison.”

Nasrin reached for the table and placed her hands on the surface to fortify herself.

De Vistré readjusted his position in the seat, seeing the rise and fall of her breasts with her breathing.

Slowly, Nasrin went on with an explanation. “I was forced into seclusion because of something that happened to me . . . up until four years ago, I was the daughter of Ferik Hatuni from Mansia—a general,” she explained.

De Vistré nodded, already knowledgeable of the titles of the eastern militaries.

“My father sent me and my mother westward when war threatened Mansia. We were supposed to stay at a refuge in Dubark until the war ended. As we traveled, we slept in our carriage or in lodges. Our last stop together was here in Monde.” She paused.

"Go on. How did you come to remain here, if Monde was not your final destination?"

Nasrin squeezed her eyes shut. Then, she inhaled sharply, preparing for the next part of her recounting. “A stranger invaded our lodge one night.” Her throat felt dry. She wet her lips before going on. “I . . . became pregnant. And . . . my mother, she . . . left me.” Tears budded in her eyes, ready to stream down her face, but she blinked and looked away from the duke to shield her eyes from him. “She said I would bring dishonor to the family. That was the last I saw of her.”

After learning of how Nasrin came to be pregnant, Agnes and Judith told her she must stay away from men and in seclusion, lest she bring more sin upon herself. They said her child was already doomed to purgatory, and his only hope for heaven was for him to also live away from sin. The women had devoted their lives to God. But for the last four years of her life, Nasrin believed that if there was a god, he had abandoned her.

Her confession made things a little more tangled than de Vistré would have liked. He swiftly regretted looking her over so candidly moments before, but more so, her confession reminded him of his actions the night before. His first impulse was to get up, walk away, and not face her until he contrived a suitable response. Instead, he sat in silence.

“I later found the cabin in the woods, and the women welcomed me. They say it’s by the grace of God that I found them . . . and that I must serve Him for the good of my son. My son who, by birth, is a citizen of Monde.”

De Vistré cleared his throat.

“You are the same as that man!” she accused, stepping forward, her legs crashing against the end of the long breakfast table.

The dagger of the accusation pierced de Vistré. He felt as if he had to cover up what they both knew to be true. I would have stopped the other night, he told himself. I wouldn’t have gone on with it. But if that was not my intention, what was? he questioned internally, trying to believe his own lie. He sat back and said hurriedly, “I’m sorry if it seemed that way. I—would not have—done anything to you.”

“You did not see me as a person—or think that I could be a mother with a child who needs me. You—”

“Hold your tongue!” he shouted, bolting out of his seat. The chair thundered against the marble floor behind him. “You’re fortunate that I was the man who found you and not another!” He brushed his hair back with an unsteady hand and eased into a level speaking voice, then sat back down with steady composure. “You have been bathed, provided with shelter far more pleasant than where you were staying, and offered a civilized meal—which you’ve refused to eat.”

“So, I’m privileged to have been snatched by you, taken to your bed, and confined here?”

De Vistré waited before replying, else the conversation could erupt into a shouting match.

Nasrin was shaking with anger.

“Like that stranger who . . . violated you, there are other men who roam in the woods. Monde is a rich country with lurking enemies, especially in the borderlands. Thankfully, we have not had war on our lands recently. A large-scale invasion has been avoided for some time, but the battle that never ends is the one against the silent enemy: a man, a small group. You lived near an obscure part of the border, close to enemy territory. If conflict were to arise, I’m sorry, but a woman like you would not be allowed to just walk off a battlefield.” He looked squarely in her eyes. “You’re what is called a trinket: a pretty girl found where she ought not be. And where you lived is no place for you . . . or anyone, for that matter.”

Nasrin glared at him a moment, not knowing how to respond. 

“My men are dispatched from time to time for various purposes. And I could not trust any of them to treat you as well as I have. So, yes, you are privileged to have been brought here by me,” he finished.

“But we were safe for three years—undisturbed by men like you,” she said.

He shook his head at her impertinence and waved his hand as if to disregard her comment.

“Men like me? You don’t know what kind of man I am,” he said. “To add to your ignorance, three years is nothing in the life of an empire. Conflict is unpredictable. And if his majesty wishes, our forces will reaffirm their superiority to neighboring lands, with no need of provocation. We do so through campaigns, marching out to and beyond our borderlands. The location of the shack where you stayed is dangerous territory. If you were to be taken by another, or worse, killed—well, I’d fear for your son.” His tone shifted to near insidious. “And the most obvious factor you’re neglecting,” he said, “is I captured you because you could not produce proof of residence to this great land. A rotation of prison guards and imprisonment under their control is what I’ve protected you from.” With his face slightly misted, and his cheeks touched with color, he eyed her reaction.

Yvette scurried into the room after hurrying down the hall.

“Please excuse my intrusion, my lord, but the child has been pleading for his mother.” She was holding the boy’s hand and brought him through the room’s arched entryway.

De Vistré thanked her and motioned her away. He stood up to have a better look at the child than he got the night before. The boy had an unusual appearance. His ethnic features were confused, with hair as black as his mother’s, but skin shades lighter than hers. Most unusual of all were his gray eyes, so gray they were almost pale. He looked at de Vistré with the steady, inquisitive stare of someone of a more mature age, but with a childlike fearlessness.

“Mother,” the boy said in a little voice, “I woke up and you weren’t there.”

Nasrin knelt down and hugged him. “I know, my child. I’m sorry. I was here. In this room,” she forced out in a reassuring tone.

He raised his gaze to the vaulted ceiling. Then he turned around to look at the rest of the room. “Where are we?”

De Vistré walked to stand next to Nasrin, dragging a hand along the table as he inched closer. She looked at him uneasily, then looked back at Lucian. 

“Let’s return to the room, and I’ll tell you.” With haste, she picked him up and sat him on her hip, then stepped toward the doorway. 

De Vistré took her free hand before they could exit the room. “What is his name?”

Nasrin looked down at De Vistré’s hand grasping hers. Tense, she said curtly, “Lucian.”

“Hello, Lucian,” he said, offering the boy a smile.

“Hello, sir.” Lucian grinned in return.

Nasrin felt caught in the middle. How insidious of the man, she thought, to play kind to my son. 

De Vistré refocused on her. “I’m inviting you and Lucian to stay here for the winter. You’ll both have warmth, as well as safety.”

Lucian continued to look curiously around the room, then stretched his neck to peer through the doorway, where he could see down the entry hall both ways. The long corridor was illuminated by the sun streaming through windows that lined one side of the hall. Down one end was a greater series of windows that led to the gardens of the property. He wanted to explore.

Nasrin’s troubled expression, a ferment of resentment and apprehension, betrayed how uneasy she was. De Vistré couldn’t expect any better. But Lucian didn’t notice his mother's expression. She tugged her hand free from de Vistré’s and stepped through the doorway.

“Show them the grounds, and see to it that they eat,” he instructed Yvette. She nodded and followed the mother and son out of the room.

De Vistré walked to the window to the rear of where he sat earlier. Looking through the frosted glass, he stared beyond the visible and tried to shift his mind away from his rising internal conflict.








  
  
Chapter Four




Gabriel climbed the steps of de Vistré’s estate. A few years older than de Vistré, Gabriel was robustly built with a plain face, a short beard, and a dull ginger mop of hair covered by a tricorne hat, which he removed upon entering the home. A servant directed him to the breakfast nook. 

“Fabien, I’m here,” he exclaimed. “Did you forget about court?”

The duke languidly turned away from the window, in a mental fog. “Court . . . when?”

“This morning.”

Fabien cursed to himself. “I—”

Gabriel was amused. “I’m as surprised as you are that you could be so forgetful. The king wasn’t happy.” With a lazy hand gesture, he said, “But, no bother—you didn’t miss anything. It was the same discussion as always: villagers complaining about His Majesty distributing Holy Pardon scriptures instead of addressing rising taxes and the neglected drainage system. And,” he added, shifting the subject without a breath in between, as was his habit, “I don’t know about you, but I’d rather stay home than return to the border. With winter being so dreadful this year, our headaches have only increased. You’d think with it being so ungodly cold, that the imps we wrangle out there would cease their knavery and instead seek out some toasty alley to hide in. It’s damned glacial out there!”

He ambled around the table, swiped a piece of bread from the full plate left there by Nasrin, and took a bite. “One thing of note occurred in your absence.”

“Oh. What?” Fabien asked, truly uninterested. He’d stopped listening when Gabriel said he hadn’t missed anything in his absence from court.

“We found the traitor later in the night.”

“Ah, uh . . . and what did you do with him?” Fabien asked.

“As you ordered.”

“Good. In a few days, tell his family he, um, went missing.” 

Gabriel nodded, knowing the protocol.

Depending on the circumstances, after a criminal was captured, they were either imprisoned or hanged in the town square. Or, in other cases, if the criminal was involved in something sensitive to the crown, their fate could be kept secret from those not directly involved. The specifics around the death of the young traitor would not be given to his family because of his believed involvement with Hailstone, a country Monde had a history of tensions with.

“What’s troubling you?” Gabriel asked, observing his friend’s uncharacteristic demeanor.

Fabien scraped the stubble at his chin, appearing to not have heard Gabriel.

“What happened with that prisoner last night—the woman you captured?”

With his back to Gabriel, and his focus again out the window, Fabien murmured, “She’s here.”

“So that’s it!” Gabriel smacked his leg. “I knew you never planned to imprison her. But to bring her here. . .” He shook his head. “I thought you were going to ride her off somewhere . . . and be done with it.” His crude jest did not align with Fabien’s mood.

“No. You’re right,” Fabien admitted.

“I’m right? Yet you still brought her here?” 

“Gabriel,” Fabien said, finally turning to face him. “Think a moment! It was a damned blizzard out there last night. Why I brought her here shouldn’t be difficult to grasp.”

Gabriel, stunned by Fabien’s passion, took an exaggerated step back. “But it is hard to grasp. There’s a prison, where she should have been escorted. And what about your servants? Did any of them see her? They ferry gossip about town . . .”

Stating the obvious was a tendency of others that Fabien detested. He quieted Gabriel by cutting him off. “I spoke with her this morning. She’s the daughter of a Mansian general, a woman of some status.”

“Good. You got around to speaking with her. Congratulations are in order, Fabien!” Gabriel laughed. 

Fabien groaned and idly returned to his seat at the head of the breakfast table.

Gabriel took the chair next to him and leaned in. “Well, what was a general’s daughter from as far southeast as Mansia doing in the woods of Monde’s eastern borderlands? And where is the family she claims to have?” 

“I’ll get to that . . . . For now, I want you to know that I’m keeping her here, and I need your discretion.”

“You’re going to house a trespasser solely because she claims gentility? That’s treasonous,” Gabriel charged.

Fabien laughed, feeling no threat from the statement. “Her people are rare to find here. I want to know her.”

“Rare . . . yes, of course she is,” Gabriel said. “You don’t see many desert maidens out here—or a princess—that’s what she’ll tell you next—”

“No. That’s not it,” Fabien interrupted. “I couldn’t do anything that would cause her harm, including imprisoning her; although I’m certain she’s not a legal resident,” he confessed. “After learning she’s from a titled Mansian family, I’m compelled to serve her in any capacity I can.”

“In any capacity? Are you serious?” Gabriel huffed, and for the first time during the conversation, all humor left him. After a tense interval, he spoke again. “All right, well, what do you plan on doing with her? With where she lived, anyone could have found her just as easily as you had.”

“I don’t plan on returning her to that hovel. But I know she distrusts me.”

“Rightly so—for your intentions with her and because criminals generally distrust keepers of the law.”

Fabien stood up, having had his fill of the conversation. “Is there anything else I need to know concerning our duty to His Majesty?”

Gabriel got to his feet and stared at Fabien squarely. “I have to say, none of this suits you . . . or your position.”

“And my question?”

“No. There’s nothing else to report. I’ll leave you.” Turning away and then pausing at the archway to look back at Fabien, he said with empty sincerity, “Good luck.”

After hearing the entry doors shut behind Gabriel, Fabien slipped back into thought by the window. He scanned the grounds outside for Nasrin and her son. He believed the child would take interest in the horses in the stable. The freezing temperature had escaped him when he’d told the maid to take them out. Upon seeing the frosted landscape, and skeletal trees, he exited the room.

“Yvette,” he said and soon found her down the hall. “I don’t know why I suggested that you let them see the grounds—the boy has no coat.”

“I know, my lord,” she said in a motherly tone. “I directed them to the library instead of outside . . . . Are you feeling well?” She knew not to pry for details, but de Vistré had made more changes in the past twelve hours than in all the years she had worked for him.

“That’s all. Thank you,” he said, turning away. In that moment, the duke knew he was making an obvious fool of himself. His staff had noticed his abnormal behavior; at least Yvette had, and now Gabriel as well. He opted to refrain from being overly concerned with Nasrin for the rest of the day. He turned his attention to preparing for his next meeting with the king, and what excuse to give him for missing court.


      [image: ]Yvette thought over the bizarre situation she found herself in and began poking her nose around Nasrin’s room, concocting reasons to check in on her and the boy. The maid wondered who the young, foreign woman was, and why she and her son were given residence on the property. The palpable shift in the duke’s behavior was observed by all the house staff. Yvette saw how he had struggled to string a sentence together while talking to the young woman earlier that day. His attitude had changed since her arrival, as well as how he managed the estate. Yvette had to admit that serving his lordship alone might have been easy work, but it was also very dull. There had never been so much excitement in the house before—and so much to talk about. The staff were greatly intrigued by the duke’s guests. Initially, Yvette surmised that Master de Vistré was now trying to offer support to a woman he had fathered a child with. But, that theory didn’t hold. Nasrin was too uncomfortable in his presence. The way she pulled away from him made it obvious that she didn’t want him to touch her, much less in an intimate way; furthermore, the boy plainly bore no resemblance to him. But despite her impatience to know who the guests were, Yvette would not pry so early on in their stay. The situation appeared to be very delicate, and certainly abnormal. She’d give it time. Then she’d find out exactly what was going on.


      [image: ]For several days, De Vistré managed to stay clear of Nasrin. The estate was large enough to allow distance. The hall that contained his room and her guest room was the only space where they could likely cross paths, and Nasrin did her part to make sure that never happened. She stayed in her room and sometimes went out to the snow-covered garden, where she never saw him go. She wanted to return home and be free of her captor, but he made her fear it. He and his men now knew where she lived, as he had warned so mordantly during their conversation, and imprisonment was the second barrier to her freedom.

In the evenings, Fabien walked past the guest room Nasrin and her son stayed in. He imagined Nasrin slipping under his sheets at night and in the day sitting with Lucian by the fire. Her thoughts of him, however, weren’t warm and comforting. Fear and foreboding stole her sleep more often than not. Yes, there was food and warmth at the estate, but the same anxieties that kept her up at night while she was living with the sisters remained with her, and the duke was her new and closest fear.

A week passed before de Vistré decided to speak with her again, to learn more about who she was, and, he hoped, establish friendly grounds. He sent Yvette to fetch her to meet him in his study. There was no need for the maid to wake Nasrin. She was already awake, unable to stay asleep. Another dress was retrieved from the storage chest for her to wear. This one was made of ivory muslin and clung to her curves as the other had. The neckline was the same as the previous dress: open and cut low. Yvette fashioned Nasrin’s hair in a long, twisted braid that fell behind her neck, bringing her cleavage into focus. After a period of the duke waiting, Nasrin entered de Vistré’s study. The instant he saw her, instinct took over. He forgot his shame after learning why she’d been abandoned in Monde, and he raked her body with his gaze, as he had done the night he hauled her to his chambers. Now, in his study, he imagined her walking to him to warm his lap, then she’d smile as he touched her and made her fall apart in his hands. He prided himself in that way, skillful with women. But this girl, this foreign woman, proved him to be inexpert and indelicate.

“I won’t ask you to sit this time, as you’ll likely decline,” he said lightheartedly. He hoped to start their conversation on a positive footing.

Her expression was the same as before: coated with contempt. “You’re correct.” The way she executed those two words stung, and the spite in her eyes managed to stop the fantasy his mind had conjured.

Shrugging off her discourteous manner, he asked, “How have you and your son been this past week?”

“We fared.”

De Vistré placed an elbow on the table and rubbed his chin, suddenly feeling itchy and a little irritated. She had a harsh and abrupt way of answering him. He leaned back and studied her. In no time, he was again preoccupied by the sight of her. The room fell quiet. 

Through narrowed eyes, Nasrin watched him fidget.

It was only after he noticed how much he was idly looking her over that he returned to a more cavalier posture. “Can you bring yourself to trust me?”

She smirked, irritated. But that expression, made out of enmity, appeared honeyed and provocative to him. “That’s difficult when I think of how I came to be here.”

“Please,” he uttered and paused to sweeten his tone, “don’t judge me based on that night. It was not as it seemed . . .” To him, it was as if those words drifted out of him in slow motion. “You don’t know how it is . . . . You would have to understand my work—but I won’t ask you to do that.”

She appeared unsympathetic.

“There’s no need to be afraid.” The words didn’t come out as smoothly as he had hoped, but he would not restate anything. And after catching how he involuntarily gravitated toward her, he again slid back in his chair.

“I would like to go home,” she said.

He stared blankly at her before uttering, “Why?”

“I live there. That’s reason enough.”

“Yes, but I’ve invited you to remain here for the winter, for your and your son’s comfort.”

She ruminated.

He watched her.

“I have several belongings there that I need, and my son has been asking to see the women we live with. We didn’t have a chance to give a proper goodbye—” She fantasized of escape. She'd speak to Judith and Agnes about her situation, what she had observed and learned about her captor, and whether they could help her find a way to escape her situation safely.

Tapping a frustrated finger on the desk, de Vistré pondered. He was getting nowhere with her, at least not in the direction he had hoped.

“I’ll let you,” he stammered. “I’ll arrange that,” he corrected. With that, the room again fell silent. He searched his mind for questions to ask a woman with such hate and distrust for him. That’s when he noticed her gaze had drifted to a space above his shoulder. Behind him was a rack of swords. He turned around to face it. Her gaze had settled on a curved sword with a golden hilt.

“Do you recognize that style of blade?” he asked.

“It’s from my homeland,” she said. Her tone was softer than he had heard thus far.

Her homeland, Mansia, had plenty of gold, more than Monde and its surrounding territories. With so much gold, it was often used to accent swords of the wealthy. Besides gold, Mansia had diamonds and other jewels. Now, as far as de Vistré was concerned, he had the crown jewel of Mansia standing across from him. But she was a tainted jewel, and having already brought fear to her once, he knew he had to handle her carefully.

“Yes, I’m aware of that,” he said somewhat pompously, although unintentionally, and he grinned at the thought of possibly having a topic to discuss with her. “Did your father have one like it?”

“Yes. I did too.”

His eyes widened with surprise; he looked her over again. This time more candidly. “You had one? You don’t strike me as a swordsman, ah, a swordswo—”

“My father wanted me to know how to protect my mother and myself when we left Mansia.” She delighted in the confounded expression on his face when she interrupted him midsentence. But the conversation brought memories of the day she and her mother set off west to avoid a rumored imminent war with a neighboring country. Her mother, Khanum Hatuni, was a delicate woman, unlike Nasrin, who’d rather fight than suffer or die by the hands of anyone. Nasrin spent many hours with her father learning how to wield a sword. Those were moments she cherished and her last with him. 

“I have the same body parts as you: arms, legs. It’s not as if a woman can’t learn.”

He laughed to himself. She certainly did not have the same parts as him. Maybe the heart, but not the ability, he thought. Furthermore, it was her beauty and figure that had permitted her mercy the night his soldiers discovered her. And she possessed none of the masculine features that he associated with proper swordsmanship.

“So, you know how to brandish one, then? What a surprise,” he said warmly, then rose from the ornate leather chair behind his desk. 

His hair had been trimmed and his face shaved since he’d last seen her. He rarely fussed with formal wear unless necessary, but he’d put forth the effort for the occasion, wearing a navy double-breasted vest and white undershirt, with well-fitted navy pants, and russet boots. Nasrin hadn’t a care for his efforts. The brute she saw in him shrouded any softness in his current appearance. He walked to a hip-high cabinet at the other end of the room across from his desk. She eyed him with cautious curiosity. The cabinet had a glass display window. He lifted its hinged-glass closure and reached in. Now holding something in his hand, he turned around and headed back toward her, his gaze steady.

“If you ever feel unsafe, you can rely on this.” He lifted her right hand and opened it palm up to place the object in it.

She recognized the feel of a dagger in a suede sheath, having carried one at all times since her departure from Mansia. That was until she was invited into Agnes and Judith’s home, where it was forbidden. The sisters relied on prayers for protection. The only knives in their household were to be used for skinning and gutting the animals Nasrin caught in her makeshift trap and later cooked.

Now she had a weapon. De Vistré wasn’t afraid of that fact.

“You may look at it,” he whispered, with his face inches away from hers. He would have licked her lips if he thought she’d be receptive.

She turned her head away. Her pulse quickened as she fought the urge to drive the dagger into him; she’d move quickly, targeting a vital area, as her father taught her.

“No. I know what it is,” she answered, with a glance at his thick neck atop his wide shoulders: that was where she’d drive the dagger. The only challenge would be getting her arm up fast enough to do it after unsheathing the blade. Yet, despite her disgust of him, in envisioning the action, she hesitated, having never wielded a weapon beyond practice. The idea of ending someone’s life was one she had never been so close to confronting. As those thoughts filled her mind, she wondered why he handed her the weapon.

De Vistré leaned forward and placed a heavy hand on her arm. 

Nasrin impulsively unsheathed the dagger and raised it to his throat. “I feel unsafe.”

Standing this close to her, de Vistré could smell her: vanilla and honey. She or the maid, Yvette, took advantage of scented oils in her preparation to see him that morning. He imagined Nasrin rubbing the oils in her palms and down to her neck. The smell and look of her coupled with the warmth of her fisted hand touching his neck, and her breasts grazing his chest, brought him to full arousal. It didn’t matter that she was holding a blade to his throat.

“I promise, I’m no threat to you,” he said, lowering her arm with a steady hand. With difficulty, he turned away from her and strode back to his desk, appearing unfazed by her action.

Nasrin read amusement in the faint smirk on his face.

“By now you’re probably wondering who I am,” he said.

Nasrin clasped her hands behind her back, gripping the dagger firmly, and trying to settle her pulse. De Vistré could see she wasn’t going to urge him to continue. 

“I’m the Duke of Salvage, Marshal of Monde,” he said, now comfortably seated in his chair. “You see, I can do anything I want with you. I could have handed you to my soldiers, whereupon you would have been placed in a stinking prison cell for your illegal residency. As I said clearly before, that would have been much worse for you and your son than accepting my kindness in allowing you to stay here.” He raised his hands to his sides, as if presenting the grandeur of his estate. “I don’t want you to feel as if you’re in danger or in a subservient position by being here. With you being the woman that you are—one of noble heritage—I would like to be of service to you.”

After hearing his title, Nasrin was grateful that she had resisted the urge to plunge the dagger into his throat. As Duke of Salvage, de Vistré was the guardian of the township where she had lived for the past three years. Salvage was Monde’s capital city. The king himself would’ve executed her if she harmed him. 

De Vistré leaned forward.

Nasrin took a step back. His little speech didn’t put her at ease. Saying nothing in response, she stood with a raised chin: if not in defiance, in rage. 

In his view, if her threat on his life was not egregious enough, her lack of response to his last statements was not only rude, but disrespectful. He sat back again, looking as if he were ready to give up on the niceties. Instead, in a flat tone, he returned to the topic of her earlier request.

“You can visit the women whenever you wish. Please let Yvette or the butler know when you would like to leave. I have other business I must attend to.”

Without a word, Nasrin turned and exited the room. De Vistré then arranged for two footmen and one of his soldiers to escort her on the outing to Agnes and Judith’s cabin.

Before leaving the estate that day, he remained in his study, ruminating on the unsavory situation he had created. His mental preoccupation with the foreign woman had grown each day. But he knew she had every right to hate and distrust him. If she and her child somehow managed to escape; he began to think, he just might let them go. Matters of the state were to remain in the forefront of his mind, not winning the affection of a woman who’d likely detest him forever. And when she was inevitably recaptured, by himself or the soldiers who now knew of her, the result would be her chosen fate.
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