
        
            [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

          
        
          
	          The Forgotten Kingdom

          
        
          
	          An Uncertain Alliance

          
        
          
	          Shades of the Past

          
        
          
	          Undue Influence

          
        
          
	          Shattered Illusions

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      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.

	      
	    

	  
    




	
	




 

 

 

 

Undue Influence

 

 

The Forgotten Kingdom, book 4

 

 

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.


 

 

Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

Morgan's guts roiled as the remote manor loomed before them. As a child he had once spent several boring days there, which was precisely why he, Naveed, Caya, and his advisers had deemed it a good location for her meeting with the Rostand nobles backing Karima. Tucked in a distant corner of the kingdom, it was too far removed from the capital to be a location of any strategic importance. The noble who had owned it had died without issue shortly after Arnost had massacred Morgan's parents, and the manor had been abandoned, falling into a state of neglect and decay. The nobles' willingness to meet with the princess at such a place had surprised Morgan. They either had to be desperate for her to join them or fearful for their own security.

Anxiety washed over him. Acknowledging his feelings for her had only solidified his fears for her, and as she glanced at him as they approached the manor gates, he struggled to give her a reassuring look. He knew she was nervous, even though her outside appearance belied no trace of her apprehensions.

Several of his troops materialized from the forest, accompanied by the Rostand nobles' soldiers. Though the meeting location had been quickly agreed upon, finalizing the details of the security arrangements had taken far longer. A combination of Wyleian and Rostand soldiers guarded the manor, and Morgan and Caya rode with Arihi and twenty of his most highly trained and skilled soldiers, all of them armed. More Wyleian soldiers waited outside the manor, in a location they hadn't disclosed to the Rostand nobles, but the nobles also had their own secret troops lying in wait. Morgan wondered how the spies and scouts managed to skulk through the surrounding forest without tripping over one another.

"Greetings, Your Highness," one of Morgan's soldiers said to Caya. His troops bowed low before her.

Unimpressed by this show of recognition, one of the Rostand soldiers said, "The gods brook no deception."

"And will strike the deceiver where they stand," Caya replied, speaking the code phrase Karima had given them.

"Greetings, Your Highness," the Rostand soldier said, her demeanor instantly becoming deferential. She and her companions bowed at the waist. "You may proceed."

"Thank you," Caya said, lifting her chin and staring straight ahead as they rode forth. 

Morgan's guts ceased their churning in favor of clenching. His eyes darted everywhere, searching for signs that something was amiss. Finding none, he took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves.

Six Rostand nobles stood arrayed before the entrance to the manor, and as he dismounted Morgan did his best to conceal his surprise as he surveyed their faces. He remembered them all from his childhood, though some had been more memorable than others. Despite that it had been obvious to him from the start that Karima had wealthy and influential backers, and despite the links Zeela had managed to uncover between Karima and various powerful figures in Rostand, he realized his fears had been so vast and formless that he had half expected to be accosted by a cabal of shadowy assassins.

Not one of the nobles showed any signs of recognition as their gazes slid over him before resting on Caya, leaving him strangely unsettled. This proof that the spell was still intact should have reassured him, but it was so odd that people who had once collected as many intimate details of his life as possible showed no inkling of knowing who he was.

"Lord Yavuz and Lady Aydin, it's been many years," Caya said. Her tone was neutral and her voice was steady, but her fingers tightening on the reins betrayed her nerves.

"That it has, Your Highness," Lord Yavuz said, his tone warm. He and Lady Aydin bowed low to Caya, and a second later the rest of the nobles followed.

"Allow me to reintroduce myself, Your Highness," another noble said, sounding vaguely disgruntled, and Morgan straightened in his saddle. "I'm Lady Durmaz of Daronde. We met at one of His Majesty King Hamsi's royal summits. Of course, you were but a child then, so perhaps you don't remember."

Morgan's ire rose, but he masked his indignation. Did Lady Durmaz honestly think Caya could remember things that had happened when she was six or seven, especially given all that had occurred in between?

Then again, he reminded himself, she probably expected that Caya had been drilled on the Rostand nobles as a child, the way he had. 

Perhaps that's why she made the remark. Perhaps she means to slight Hamsi by pointing out to Caya how deficient her education has been.

It seemed plausible. However much the Rostand nobles wanted Caya's help, asking for it would be a bitter pill for them to swallow. None of his advisers, nor Pili and Hala, had expected the nobles to embrace the princess with open arms.

Before Caya could reply, another noble, a woman Morgan recognized as an older version of Lady Ozmir, placed her hand on Lady Durmaz's shoulder and gently chided, "Surely you don't expect Her Highness to remember something that happened when she was but six."

Caya's face was impassive, and Morgan was glad she showed no sign of what she was feeling. Lady Ozmir's intervening might have been an act of consideration, but it might just as easily have been designed to make Caya think she had at least one sympathetic noble in her corner.

"Forgive me if I don't recall your names," Caya said, addressing the statement to every noble arrayed before her. "I have long been isolated from the court."

Morgan knew it cost her to admit this, but none of them had seen the point in her dancing around the issue. The Rostands were every bit as aware as the Wyelians that Arnost had separated her from her father and sent her into hiding.

"And please forgive our rudeness, Your Highness," Lord Sahyn said, pressing a hand to his chest and bowing once again. "Allow the rest of us to introduce ourselves as well. I'm Lord Sahyn of Bemel."

The rest followed suit, some more magnanimously than others. Morgan watched carefully, noting and analyzing the subtlest of their expressions. Avarice flickered in the eyes of more than one of the six, and Lord Yavuz studied Caya with a calculating gaze, but Morgan warned himself not to attribute any malice to them without proof. 

You can't allow your feelings for her to cloud your judgment. Have you forgotten the suspicion with which you initially viewed her?

"Will you join us inside?" Lady Aydin asked, gesturing toward the door.

"Thank you. I'm eager to hear your proposal for our alliance," Caya said, her tone polite but noncommittal.

Every eye was on her as she led the noble procession past the mixture of Wyleian and Rostand guards inside the manor. She appeared composed, but Morgan could see she was clenching her teeth, and he knew she was as aware as he was that her every move was being noted for later dissection.


 

 

Chapter 2

	

 

 

 

Given that the nobles paid no more attention to Morgan than they had Caya's horse, she was relieved that one of the heaviest burdens had been removed from her shoulders. 

Plenty of other fears still occupied her. She thought she was doing a passable job of appearing polite but distant, but her palms were sweaty, her chest was tight, and her heart was racing. No matter how much she tried to convince herself that the security arrangements were as neutral as possible, she didn't like being in the Rostand nobles' and soldiers' midst. It made her even uneasier than she had been when she'd joined Karima's forces to free Senol.

Luring her out to this remote manor only to abduct her would have been a wastefully elaborate plan, though. Had the nobles wanted to capture her, they could have done so with a great deal less effort and trouble when she had been in Senol.

Though she had greeted only Lord Yavuz and Lady Aydin by name, she had a vague recollection of two of the other nobles. Before she had left Wyleia, she, Pili, and Hala had spent hours going over the names and biographies of Rostand's nobles, but her ladies' long absence from the court and Caya's general lack of experience had thwarted their efforts. She had never been more aware of how little her father had taught her and how much Arnost had done to keep her sequestered.

Despite the manor's state of neglect and disrepair, she could see that the Rostands had made an effort to improve the place for their meeting. Dust and debris had been cleared away from the floor, and the surface of the enormous, battered table that stood in the center of the room had been scrubbed clean. Piles of detritus lined the walls, and a faint smell of decay hung in the air, but she was reassured by the proof that Arnost hadn't so much as glanced in the manor's general direction over the last decade.

"What do you know of the situation in Rostand?" Lady Ozmir asked.

Caya interpreted the question as something of a test, and she suspected the nobles might be happier if she professed ignorance and enabled them to do their best to shape how she saw it. Regardless, she knew they were intent on making her see things from their point of view, and she intended to use that eagerness as leverage.

"I understand that your young queen is heavily influenced by her regents," she said. She could have been blunter, but she preferred to keep the Rostand nobles guessing as to her point of view.

Lord Sahyn's face tightened, then quickly smoothed. "That's an accurate way of putting things."

Grace Pashta exchanged a look with Lord Sahyn, then said, "We fear their influence may be…undue."

Interesting way of putting it, Caya thought. "In what way?"

Again, Lord Sahyn and Grace Pashta exchanged glances, but before either of them could speak, Lord Yavuz jumped in. "We beg your forbearance, Your Highness. Please understand that Lord Sahyn and Grace Pashta hold the lands closest to Damia, and thus have felt the implications of the regents' decisions most keenly."

Lord Sahyn didn't look as though he appreciated the interjection, but he nodded.

"You must understand, Your Highness," Grace Pashta added, "that we have been asked to devote both resources and people to the Rostand war effort, and we have some misgivings about the way those resources have been deployed."

"In the interest of moving this discussion along, let us be frank," Caya said, meeting each of their gazes in turn. "My sources indicate that the regents' recommendation to the crown that it cooperate with Soraph is the source of some discontent."

It was apparent a few of them were reluctant to let her have too much insight into what they were thinking or feeling, but she could also see they, like her, understood the urgency of the moment. They didn't have time for the usual elaborate courtly dances, and so someone would have to show more of their cards than they might like. 

Caya had already decided it would not be her. She might want the nobles' help even more than they wanted hers, but she would not stake Soraph's and Wyleia's futures on ephemeral promises.

"We don't believe Arnost would honor his agreements," Lady Aydin said. She glanced at her fellows with an almost defiant expression.

"But you believe I would?" Caya asked, not to threaten them, but because she wanted to know if they were willing to make clear where she stood with them.

"May I ask you a question, Your Highness?" Lady Durmaz asked.

"Will it lead to your answering mine?"

A smile flashed over Lady Durmaz's face. "Oh, I believe so."

"Then ask it."

"Why do you want to stop Arnost?"

"Aside from the fact that he's a usurper?" Caya asked, wanting them to know that even if this were her sole motivation, it was well within her rights to depose an illegitimate ruler. "Because I detest his vision for Soraph." Whether they would believe her was anyone's guess. She suspected at least one or two of them would think her words rang false, spoken only in an attempt to win them over. 

The nobles said nothing for a minute, silent communication passing between them.

"Trust is earned," she reminded them.

"We want to believe you would be true to your word," Lord Yavuz said.

"And I want to believe you will keep any promises you make to me."

Another silence followed, fraying Caya's nerves, but she clung to her resolve. She would betray no sign to them of how much she needed their help. Desperation could not drive her, not if she wanted to ensure she was doing everything in her power to protect both Soraph and Wyleia. She wasn't too proud to ask for their help, but they had to prove to her they weren't opportunists seizing the chance to cement their own influence over their young and impressionable queen. 

Lady Durmaz sighed, and it was as if a dam broke. "That trust is hard to come by because we all fear for our kingdoms. We detest our regents' vision for Rostand as much as you say you detest Arnost's for Soraph. If the regents help him to secure victory, more than a thousand years of history will be undone. Rostand would exist as a kingdom in name only."

"The same would be true of Soraph. So what can we do to stop it?"


 

 

Chapter 3

	

 

 

 

Unrolling a map over the table, Grace Pashta began placing markers on the locations of previous strikes, both those that Wyleia and Rostand had executed independently, and those on which they had collaborated. The other nobles stirred. Lord Sahyn opened his mouth, but Lady Durmaz gave a subtle shake of her head and he closed it without saying anything.

Nervous anticipation rose within Morgan. Holding his tongue was more difficult than he had expected. He hated having to remain in the background, and though he thought Caya had handled the situation well, the necessity of remaining silent chafed at him. 

As if she had sensed his disquiet, she cast him the briefest of glances, and he let out his breath. Difficult as this was for him, he could only imagine the pressure she must be feeling, with the negotiations resting squarely on her shoulders.

"So far, we haven't cast a very wide net," Grace Pashta said as they placed the last of the markers.

"I take it that was deliberate on both our parts?" Caya asked, giving the Rostands an inch.

Lady Ozmir smiled. "We needed to test Arnost's capabilities, and of course we didn't want to give him a clear indication of the resources at our disposal."

"And it worked—at least ostensibly," Lady Durmaz said. "Our spies report that Arnost has downplayed the raids, telling his troops and the Soraphian people that they were the work of a small number of separatists, and that none of the targets had any real strategic value."

Caya looked astounded. "He can't believe they'll accept that explanation, especially the soldiers. Many of them know how important the depots were to the war effort."

"They may know it, but that doesn't mean they'll have the courage to speak out," Lord Sahyn said, a cold edge to his voice.

Raising a brow, Caya looked down her nose. "Refraining from speaking out isn't necessarily a sign of weakness or cowardice."

Though she spoke mildly, no one missed the subtext of her words, and tension filled the room. Lady Durmaz and Lord Sahyn visibly bristled, but Lord Yavuz regarded the princess with a faint smile.

"Well put," he said.

"I want to make one thing clear," Caya said, skewering each of the Graces with a no-nonsense gaze. "I am not here to excuse the actions of my people. However, I think we can all agree that fear of losing loved ones and livelihoods motivates many to do things they wouldn't otherwise do."

Again, Lord Sahyn opened his mouth, but Grace Pashta cut him off. "Her Highness is right." Meeting the princess's gaze, they added, "Our purpose here is not to pass judgment, not on our people and not on yours either. Our purpose is to formulate a plan to stop Arnost. Assessing blame will have to come later."

"I agree," Caya said. "When Arnost has been defeated, there will be a reckoning, that I promise you. While I will stop at nothing to protect the innocent, the guilty will face judgment—and I think you need not question my word in that regard. I would think I've offered you proof enough of my intent."

Lord Sahyn scowled but said nothing. Morgan couldn't read Lord Yavuz, but the others offered small signs of their agreement with Caya's assertion.

"The time has come to move beyond testing the waters," Lady Aydin said. "Assuming Arnost has bought into our ruse would be foolish. He must at least suspect we have more power than we've yet shown him, and we believe the time has come to prove that we do."
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