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Chapter One

“DEREK, YOU LUCKY devil,” Macon said. “A marriage proposal the minute you inherit a title. How propitious.”

Derek ignored the note of bitter mockery in his brother’s voice. Instead, he focused on the letter lying on the table in front of them. Words were scribbled across thick paper in an almost careless hand, with nothing to indicate its earth-shattering contents at a casual glance. The red wax seal bore the emblem of a wolf’s head, and an unpleasant jolt went through him as he recalled the same sigil splashed over black-and-silver banners streaming above a bloody battlefield. Pain flared in his injured shoulder, as if in response to the memory, and Derek shifted uncomfortably in his chair, adjusting the sling that held his left arm. He made himself focus on the words again, tracing them as if they could somehow magically rearrange themselves into a different message upon rereading.

“Macon, this is not helping,” Lady Casea chided.

Macon threw their mother a sullen look that clearly indicated he wasn’t there to help. He was sixteen, the age when everything was painted black and white, right and wrong, with nothing in between. Both Derek and their mother knew all too well how washed-out those colors became with time.

They were all sitting at the round table in Lady Casea’s drawing room. The upheaval of the last few days hadn’t seemed to reach it, unlike the rest of the keep. Embroidered tapestries lined the walls, displaying flowers in fanciful patterns, and the chairs were lined with soft cushions. A familiar scent of lavender and sage permeated the warmth from the fireplace. How strange it was to discuss the grim future of their family in this cozy room, with the only reminder of the presence of death in the gray mourning ribbons tied around their sleeves.

“Let us go through this again,” Ivo said, picking up the letter. His tone was neutral, as if he were discussing a passage from a recently read book. He was the scholar among Derek’s siblings, but Count Johan had long refused to send him to one of the royal colleges in Oifel, the capital. Father hadn’t approved of bookishness, especially not in a nineteen-year-old man who was perfectly capable of holding a sword.

“Duke Bergen offers Lady Casea condolences on the passing of her husband, and asks for Derek’s—the new Count of Camria’s—hand in marriage to his eldest son and heir, Callan, ‘to secure the recently signed truce in hopes of reaching a standing peace treaty between our fiefdoms and show goodwill.’”

“‘Passing,’” Macon sneered. “‘Goodwill.’”

“Derek, have you even met Callan?” Ayleen asked, turning to him. “I had no idea he was interested in you.”

“I doubt he’d know me from a signpost,” Derek said dryly.

He’d only ever seen Callan in passing while visiting the Royal Palace a few years ago, and they had paid each other little heed. Undoubtedly, Callan had been in the field along with his father, Duke Bergen, when they fought Camria’s forces, but fortunately, Derek hadn’t encountered them directly, and neither of them had been present during the signing of the truce, delegating it instead to their field commander.

Ayleen was only twelve, and still somewhat charmed by the notion of romance. Derek was a little sorry to disillusion her, especially so soon after all the other shocks she’d had to endure in the past few days, but it was better if she knew exactly what was going on. Ignorance and pretense weren’t going to help any of them when their situation was so precarious.

“The proposal isn’t coming from Lord Callan, but from his father. There’s nothing to it but politics.”

Ivo looked up. “I fear Bergen’s essentially trying to annex us. Derek would keep the title while he lives, but with him being a lower noble, it’d eventually pass to his husband or to their heirs. Not to mention that his spouse—whoever they are—would be an equal ruler of Camria while Derek lives.”

While he lives. The words sank into Derek’s mind, laden with meaning. The marriage contract would still be valid, even if he were to die, effectively passing the fiefdom of Camria to the duke’s family. And with Derek out of the way, they’d be free to do what they wished with it.

He said nothing aloud.

“Can we possibly refuse? Find some pretext to decline the offer?” their mother asked.

Ivo shook his head. “I cannot see how. This is not exactly an offer. More like an order, if courteously worded. The letter continues on to stipulate that the wedding take place as soon as possible. In fact, as soon as it would take Derek to arrive at the duke’s ancestral castle at Irthorg.”

“What about postponing it, then?” Lady Casea turned to Derek in concern. “You’re badly injured. Surely, they cannot expect you to stand at the altar, still bleeding. At least a few months, until you’re well. It will give us time to petition before the High Queen. This is nothing short of coercion under duress.”

There were fading bruises on her neck peeking above the collar of her dress, a yellow imprint of fingers that had nothing to do with the recent battle. Not for the first time, Derek thought that perhaps their father’s death was more of a blessing than a tragedy. It felt treasonous to entertain such notions, as though he was betraying his father’s memory, but he hadn’t imagined the relief in his mother’s eyes when the messenger delivered the awful news. He was ashamed to admit, even to himself, that he’d felt the same relief.

But it also meant he was now the head of the family. It was his duty and his responsibility to protect them after Count Johan had failed to do so. Even if it meant marrying a man he’d never met, who’d nearly destroyed everything he held dear, who might still want him dead.

“I’m not hurt that badly,” Derek heard himself say. “Besides, I hardly think they’d care—or if the Queen would see it quite the same way. The truce expires in a week. If I don’t give an answer by then, I’m afraid there will be no long-standing treaty.”

Casea frowned and was about to say something else, but Derek forestalled her.

“I don’t see any solution other than conforming to Duke Bergen’s wishes. I’d rather not aggravate him while his troops still have free rein within our borders. There would still be an opportunity to do something when we’re not in such dire disadvantage. A marriage can always be annulled should the Queen prove sympathetic to our case.”

“So, we just roll over and give the duke our land?” Macon said. “That’s what he’s really after, isn’t it? He basically threatens us with another war, and he has the audacity to call it a gesture of goodwill!”

“It is goodwill,” Derek said quietly. “He doesn’t need this union to take the land away from us. In fact, nothing is stopping him from storming the keep and killing us all when the truce ends. It would be his right to do so since he was provoked, and frankly, we’ve already seen that Camria cannot hold its own when it comes to military strength.”

As a warrior himself, Derek was loath to admit it. But Camria was a small fiefdom, and its contingent consisted of the Count’s Guard, which numbered only two hundred men, while the rest were mostly peasants who had been hastily called to arms and had little to no fighting experience. That was hardly a match for Mulberny, a much larger and more prosperous domain with a long and bloody history of fending raiding sea pirates off its shores. But of course, these considerations had meant little to his father in the face of a perceived slight.

“You seem very eager to go through with it,” Macon sneered. His eyes were rimmed in red and recessed in deep shadows. “Can’t wait to become the bed toy of our father’s murderer?”

“Macon!” Casea said sharply. “Watch your tongue.”

“I will not!” Macon slammed his hand against the table, making everyone save Derek jump. “He’s only trying to save his own hide while his new husband turns us out of our own home!”

“Will you stop that?” Derek said levelly, fixing his gaze on Macon. He kept a tight rein on his anger. There was no point in getting into a shouting match with his brother, whose grief was perhaps the most acute of all of them. “No one said anything about turning you out. I’m trying to keep all of you safe, and it would be much easier to do from within the duke’s castle than from the chopping block.”

“Yes, much easier for you! You’d be the duke’s lapdog while the rest of us are reduced to beggars!”

Derek’s patience, already frayed, finally snapped.

“Maybe Father should have thought about that before he waged war on Bergen over a fucking river dam and got himself killed!”

Macon rose to his feet so abruptly he knocked over his chair. Without another word, he stormed out of the room, slamming the door with enough force to rattle the flower vase on the side table.

There was an awkward silence while everybody avoided looking at one another.

Derek sighed and ran a jerky hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Lady Casea got up from her seat. “I’ve had quite enough of this squabbling. There are still soldiers’ wages and widows’ allowances to be distributed, and I have work to do. Ayleen, come.”

With an apologetic glance at Derek, Ayleen followed Casea out the door.

Derek slumped on the table, propping his head with his right arm. He wasn’t used to being in his mother’s rooms without her there; however, he was in no hurry to leave. They were all tired, hurt, and confused. Derek had barely slept since signing the temporary truce between Camria and Mulberny. The nagging ache in his shoulder had worsened, and now his head was throbbing as well. But he welcomed the pain. It was the only thing keeping him from numbness—and he couldn’t afford to sink into it at the moment.

This was not how he’d imagined coming into his inheritance. Shouldering responsibility was not unfamiliar to him. His father had been more than happy to let Derek handle the more mundane affairs of daily life in the keep and the surrounding villages—though Derek sometimes thought it was so he’d have someone to criticize. But this…this was almost too much to take on. He was good with a sword and possessed sound common sense, which was perhaps enough for a minor ruler of a small fiefdom, but now he had to admit he was in over his head. Despite trying to present a solid front to his family, he had no idea what to do to prevent more harm coming to them.

Ivo coughed delicately, drawing his attention.

“I didn’t want to say anything in front of Mother, but there is something you should know before you make a decision.”

Derek raised his head. He didn’t like the sound of that, but what could possibly make this entire affair worse than it already was?

“What is it?”

“Did you know that Lord Callan was married before?”

“No.” Derek straightened in his chair. He didn’t like the look on Ivo’s face, the one that said he was troubled. It was a bad sign. Unlike Macon, Ivo was rarely visibly upset over anything.

“Well, he was. To an Agiennan clanswoman, no less. I don’t recall her name, but it was about two years ago. Apparently, the duke has a thing for offering his son in marriage to secure his peace treaties.”

“What happened to her?” Derek asked, already knowing he wasn’t going to like the answer.

“She died. Some sort of accident, but…there were whispers about something not being quite right with that story.”

“And you know all of this how?”

Ivo smiled faintly.

“Unlike you, dear brother, I pay attention to rumors. Most of them are nothing more than idle gossip, but some contain a kernel of truth.”

“All this might be just that—nothing more than gossip,” Derek said.

“I’m absolutely certain he was married,” Ivo repeated. “Accidents do happen even to the most lofty, but you’d better be careful. Some people have an unfortunate tendency to bury their spouses all too often.”

“What are you saying?”

“You should consider why Callan wants to marry you—or why his father wants him to. Camria is a well-off fiefdom, but it’s hardly of much strategic importance. The duke’s heir could set his eyes on a much more advantageous match, striking a union with a foreign noble, or even marrying into the royal family. Your nuptials could be nothing more than a stepping stone for whatever larger scheme he envisions.”

“He can’t subjugate Camria based on a marriage contract alone, not until Callan and I either name or produce heirs. The law is clear—if something should happen to me, the fiefdom would pass to my next-of-blood kin. To you.”

“I am not yet of age to inherit. Your husband could be legally appointed regent, and if that is what they’re after, they don’t need you for any longer than your wedding night.” Ivo shrugged. “Once you say your vows and the marriage is consummated, he could contest the inheritance of your fiefdom at the Queen’s Court if you happen to die under tragic circumstances. And then Callan is once again free to take another spouse. Maybe someone more lucrative.”

It appeared Derek had not been the only one to have thought of that, but again, Ivo had always been the smartest of his siblings, and the most astute, despite his age.

“You make him sound like some sort of fairy-tale villain,” Derek protested, out of some stubborn determination to refuse to be intimidated, whether by Ivo or by his own apprehension.

But he couldn’t help feeling there was something odd about the proposal. It seemed entirely extraneous. Whatever treaty Bergen wanted to sign would have been achieved without a marriage contract to strengthen it, given that Camria was at a dire disadvantage. And Derek entertained no illusions about being so desirable a match as to be of particular interest to the other party. Moreover, while arranged marriages were par for the course among the aristocracy, nobles of similar rank (in this case a newly minted count and the heir apparent of a duchy) did not usually enter such unions for precisely the same considerations of seniority of inheritance Ivo had voiced earlier. If this was all about upholding the peace, it would have been much more reasonable for Duke Bergen to ask for Ivo’s hand in future marriage for his son, as he was the only one of Derek’s younger siblings close enough to the age of maturity.

“I’m saying that by agreeing to accept this proposal you might be placing yourself in danger,” Ivo said.

“And if I don’t, I’ll be risking all our lives,” Derek said sourly. “Macon might not understand it, and Mother might not accept it, but you do. Bergen is blackmailing me with this treaty. I have no choice but to agree to his terms.”

“I do understand. I just don’t want you to step blindly into a trap.”

Derek reached out with his good hand and squeezed Ivo’s arm.

“I know, and I’m grateful for your concern. But there’s nothing to it. Our best hope would be for me to marry this Callan and bide my time until we figure out how to convince the Queen to issue an annulment.”

“Unless you end up falling in love with your arranged husband,” Ivo said with a wry smile.

“You know,” Derek said, getting up with effort, “I think there’s a better chance of him murdering me in my sleep.”

 

BY THE TIME Derek reached his father’s study, he was ready to pass out from the pain. The doctor would most certainly be cross at him for exerting himself after being shot with an arrow through the shoulder. To be honest, Derek wanted nothing more than to lie down on his bed and sleep for several days.

But he knew he wouldn’t wake up to find all his problems to have magically disappeared. This unfortunate and untimely marriage proposal was now the top item on Derek’s long list of obligations, as if he wasn’t under enough pressure already to secure the peace treaty as soon as possible. His anger flared, as it always did when he thought about his father’s brazen attempt at using brute force to solve the long-standing disagreement between the fiefdoms over the Sevia River dam. Derek had tried to warn him, plead with him, make him see how disastrous the move would be, but his father had refused to see reason, as he’d often done of late. Count Johan hadn’t taken well to being opposed. He hadn’t dared hit Derek, not anymore, but he’d had no qualms about spilling his ire verbally on the son who was “as cowardly as he was useless.”

So Derek had stood by as his father attacked the Mulbernian garrison that guarded the dam which stemmed the flow of water needed for the newly dug irrigation canals the count had commissioned for the fields of northern Camria. The count’s victory had been short-lived: Duke Bergen, who was a seasoned warrior, a veteran of the bloody Seven-Year War with Agienna, the realm of the Outer Isles, had not taken the offense lightly. Just as Derek had predicted, his forces crushed whatever meager defense Camria had to offer in a battle that had cost Johan his life, and which Derek had been lucky to escape with only an arrow wound—and a new title that weighed heavier than a mountain.

The room he entered served as a stark reminder of that weight. Derek rarely spent time in his father’s study, and never when the count wasn’t there. Without him, the small, cramped room felt empty and stale, like a tomb. Mementos of his father’s presence were still strewn everywhere—the ledgers and the letters piled haphazardly on the carved redwood desk, the dried quill discarded in haste, the faded tapestries adorned with the Camrian coat of arms with its heraldic sparrow that had graced the walls for as long as Derek could remember. A map of Camria and the neighboring fiefdoms—which belonged to the Great Realm of Ivicia, along the shores of the Sevia River—was half-unrolled at the corner of the desk, catching Derek’s attention.

He traced a finger along the winding line of the river, upward, contrary to its course, past the village of Laurel Falls where the battle with the duke’s forces had been fought, until he came up to a large dot that marked Irthorg, the capital of Mulberny. It was hardly more than a castle surrounded by a small town and a few farmsteads. Derek had never seen it in person, and he wished he never would. Now, with Count Johan gone, Camria needed him, even if he couldn’t quite measure up to everybody’s expectations of a strong ruler. He lacked his father’s ruthlessness, a trait as necessary for a fief lord as the ability to breathe. People liked him and sometimes listened to him when he used reasonable enough arguments to sway their opinion, but it was hardly enough. It certainly hadn’t been enough to impress his father. It hadn’t been enough to protect his people.

But there was something he could do now to amend his failures. Perhaps he was a coward for giving in to Duke Bergen’s demands, as Macon seemed to believe him to be. And he was afraid, so afraid he was making the wrong move, the wrong decision. So much depended on it, and yet he couldn’t think of any other way to secure the peace they so desperately needed. Camria had grown soft, placid in years of quiet and relative prosperity. A single battle had sent the entire fiefdom reeling; a war would be nothing short of devastating. If he was a coward for scrambling to prevent it, there was nothing he could do about it.

He rolled the map and sat at the desk, pushing the books and papers away to clear some space with one hand. The dull gleam from the heavy signet ring that now adorned his finger caught his eye, and he splayed his hand to study the silhouette of a flying sparrow engraved deeply into the green stone’s surface.

This had been his father’s ring, his seal, the token of his office. It felt foreign on Derek’s hand, weighing him down, and he tore his gaze away from it with a twinge of guilt.

Taking out a fresh sheaf of paper, he dipped the quill in the inkwell, and began penning his letter of acceptance.


Chapter Two

UNDER DIFFERENT CIRCUMSTANCES, the outing could have been a pleasant one. The last breath of summer still lingered in the air, scented with the smell of grass and wildflowers, and the southward road wound its way around steep hills that gradually gave way to green plains and meadows dotted with grazing sheep.

Callan loosened his grip on the reins and lifted his head toward the caress of a warm, gentle breeze, so different than the gales that swept the high walls of Irthorg Castle. They weren’t so far from the sea that he couldn’t smell its salty freshness on the wind, but the scenery was a welcome change from the barren cliffs of the shoreline.

The road Callan and his party were currently taking was by far the most traveled, as it connected Mulberny and Camria and continued on south through Urgan and Hundara, where it met the old King’s Road to Oifel. Usually, it saw heavy traffic—farmers’ carts, merchants’ wagons, lone travelers or messengers hurrying along their business—but following the conflict between their neighboring fiefdoms, the trade had trickled down to an almost complete standstill.

Callan scowled at the thought. Count Johan must have been out of his mind to challenge Mulberny in such reckless fashion, over something that could have been easily solved with careful negotiations and amendments to trade agreements. And now Callan was effectively being punished for the old count’s folly by having to marry his eldest son.

He had railed against his father’s decision, of course. After Idona, he had no desire to be wed to anyone, even if the union was merely a political one. This marriage of convenience was neither really convenient nor necessary, and he couldn’t understand his father’s sudden desire to strengthen the ties with Camria in this manner. After the beating they’ve received, he hardly thought the Camrians would rise again against them. A simple treaty would have been enough, but for some reason his father had been adamant that he marry the new count. Derek.

In the end, Callan had no choice. He couldn’t defy the duke—not when presented with a direct order. And so now he was on his way to meet his intended and escort him to the castle as a gesture of courtesy.

Callan would have rather take on a ship full of rogue Agiennan pirates bare-handed.

Sensing his seething anger, Arrow, his gray gelding, tossed his head in agitation, and Callan pushed down on his irritation. He could do this. He could be civil to his future husband, at least, even if the thought of once again taking another person’s hand in his in front of an altar made him want to vomit.

His lieutenant, Leandre, rode up to him, her sun-bleached flaxen hair pleated in a tight braid around her head, her black cloak snug around her shoulders.

“There’s an armed company coming up the road toward us,” she said.

“Finally,” Callan muttered. He’d enjoyed the ride so far, but every mile that brought him closer to the Camrian delegation soured his already lousy mood, and he yearned to be done with the welcome. For all he cared, he’d rather only to show up for the ceremony and forgo all these fake niceties altogether.

Now he could see it too—about two dozen men on horseback cresting a hill and descending into a narrow valley, where the road widened as it skirted the side of a small lake. Green and gold banners, tiny at this distance, flapped over their pikes. When the Camrians reached the bend, a man in the lead, whom Callan assumed to be the new count, lifted his hand, calling the company to halt, and waited for Callan’s party to approach.

As far as Callan could remember, he hadn’t met Derek before, but he was told the man had fought alongside his father, apparently in full support of the count’s foolhardy ways. Seeing him now, Callan could well believe it. Derek had a good seat, controlling his horse with little effort despite having his left arm tied up in a sling. A sword hung below his saddle, its simple leather-wrapped hilt worn with use, and he was dressed in plain riding attire fit for traveling rather than finery. While not strikingly handsome by any standard, he was trim and had a pleasant enough face, framed by mousy-brown hair that curled just above his ears. He had an air of competence about him that Callan had learned to recognize over years of campaigning, but there was also a youthful softness Callan was hard-pressed to pinpoint. It lurked somewhere in the depth of Derek’s brown eyes, in the curved line of his lips, in the way the man waited docilely for him to draw near.

Callan didn’t like soft men—or women, or those who were neither. It was a liability for any warrior, however young, a weakness that endangered not only themselves but also those who were under their protection. Mulberny, especially, could not afford a weak ruler, even if he was a joint one by right of marriage.

He rode out as his followers hung back, and Derek did the same.

“Count Derek,” Callan said. He was trying for polite, but his voice was probably about as warm as the bottom of the nearby lake.

The other man guided his horse to stand abreast with Callan’s, and they clasped their hands together in greeting. There was a wary look to Derek’s eyes, which had dark circles beneath them, suggestive of long nights without sleep, but even so, Callan couldn’t help but note how beautiful they were, dark and deep, framed with long lashes. He’d never seen eyes like that on a man before, a doe’s eyes filled with lively intelligence.

Derek’s horse shifted nervously when he let go of the reins. Encumbered by having his other arm pressed close to his body in a sling, he wavered for a split second, and Callan instinctively tightened his grip on the man’s hand, steadying him.

Derek flushed in what was most likely embarrassment, a blush spreading from his cheeks to the tips of his ears. The faint tinge of color unexpectedly made him appear almost pretty. Equally unexpectedly, Callan found himself wondering what Derek might look like without the distorting veneer of anxiety and fatigue, with his eyes glinting and his lips tugged in a smile rather than set in a hard line.

The young count nodded curtly and withdrew his hand. Callan let his own hand fall as if nothing had happened.

“Welcome to Irthorg,” he said. “Did you have a nice journey?”

Derek, whose injury was clearly hurting him a great deal if the stiffness in his shoulders was anything to go by, nodded.

“Yes, thank you, it was fine. It’s a beautiful country,” he added with a touch of something Callan could almost mistake for sincerity.

“It is,” Callan said curtly and gestured for Derek to follow him.

Pleasantries safely concluded, Callan turned his horse around and fell in beside his guest, leading the way back without another word, his men flanking the Camrian contingent on either side at Leandre’s sign. The nervous glances the Camrians cast at his men told him they felt more under an armed escort than a welcome cortege. Now, he could make out the Camrian ruling family’s crest on their banners, a gold sparrow in flight on a field of green.

A vapid bird. How fitting.

Occasionally, Callan risked a glance at his groom when he was sure Derek wasn’t paying him attention, inexplicably curious despite his earlier aversion. Callan didn’t know what he’d been expecting, really—maybe someone haughty and entitled, somebody much like Count Johan. But Derek seemed none of those things. He kept quiet and didn’t try to strike up a conversation, which suited Callan just fine.

A man of about forty or perhaps a little older followed the count closely. Like almost every other person in their little group, he bore the evidence of the recent battle etched into his face in the form of a fresh red scar by his hairline. Callan assumed he was the Captain of the Count’s Guard, judging by the unfamiliar insignia on the pins of his cloak and the tense, hostile looks he was giving both Callan and Leandre. Farther behind rode two youths, so very like Derek in appearance as to leave little doubt who they were. The older brother gazed around curiously, while the younger, little more than a child, stared gloomily at the road ahead, refusing to acknowledge anyone else’s presence.

The noonday sun burned high in the sky when they reached a knoll that placed them within seeing distance of Irthorg. The ancestral home of the Dukes of Mulberny stood on sheer white cliffs overlooking the sea, the foaming waves crashing incessantly far below. Its stone walls darkened with age and weather, the dwelling had been built as a fortress against invasions of sea raiders, and served this purpose to this day. But the recent generations of occupants had expanded on it, adding new structures, gardens, and walkways, softening its otherwise severe appearance. A small town had sprung up around the foot of the hill, encircled by a sturdy wall, with several roads leading into it from different directions.

Derek’s mouth tightened at the sight, and Callan suppressed an irrational flash of resentment. Despite his polite words, this newcomer was probably too cosseted to either appreciate the stark, rugged beauty of this land, where the cold sea met the sky, or to weather its dangers. What was he to do with such a one for a husband?

After about an hour, they reached the main gates of the town, which stood open during the day but were nonetheless guarded. The watchmen saluted Callan as he rode past, and he nodded back.

Inside the town, the road merged into a narrower street that wound its way upward, going past the large market square, bustling with activity, and the two- and three-storied townhouses, which grew larger and more affluent the higher they climbed. People gathered along the streets and hung out of the windows to watch their procession, and small children ran behind their horses, laughing.

The main keep was separated from the rest of the town by a drawbridge that spanned a natural fissure in the bedrock. As they passed over the bridge, the Camrians glanced down uneasily at the tips of jagged gray rocks far below.

They rode into the lower bailey, where they dismounted. Derek slid off his mare with such graceless stiffness that Callan almost lunged to catch him, but stopped himself at the last moment. Derek had managed the dismount himself, and Callan would rather not cause further discomfort by extending help that wasn’t asked for.

Thankfully, one of Derek’s brothers—the older one—came to his side, no doubt to offer discreet support. The youngest sibling threw the reins of his horse jerkily to the stable hand. The boy was about Adele’s age, but Callan had a feeling his sister was by far more mature than the spoiled brat.

In any case, their guests were now safely inside the keep, and his duties were thus concluded. Medwin, the castellan, was already waiting to show them to their rooms. Callan headed for the stairs to the gallery, ignoring the surprised look his future husband shot his way, but was stopped by a servant when he reached the passage to the family quarters.

“My lord, His Grace requests your immediate presence.”

Callan’s gut lurched unpleasantly. He had a hunch his father’s desire to see him had nothing to do with idle curiosity. With a nod to the servant, he turned and hurried down a different hallway.

 

CALLAN STRODE RIGHT into his father’s study without bothering to knock, still wearing his riding clothes. Neither of them stood on ceremony—especially not when the summons had been so urgent.

The duke’s study was, for the lack of a better word, austere. The only furnishings, aside from a huge fireplace, consisted of a large writing desk, a few chairs, and shelves stacked with rolled maps and a selection of books. The duke was seated at the desk, writing a letter. The only item of luxury in the room sat on the desk in front of him, filled with water—a silver goblet etched with minute images of bloodhounds chasing a fox. Callan remembered playing with it as a child, sitting by the fireplace on the wolfskin rug while his father conferred with his lieutenants or received messengers from the more distant provinces.

“What happened?” he asked without preamble.

Bergen raised his head and waved him in. Callan closed the door and lowered himself into a chair opposite his father’s desk. The tall narrow windows of the study looked out over the cliffs, letting in the early afternoon light along with a chilly breeze and the hum of the waves, a sound that had permeated his life with such constancy he barely registered it anymore.

“There have been reports of more raiders pillaging the villages north of Bryluen,” Bergen said, his words clipped. He indicated a stack of letters sitting neatly on the edge of his desk.

“Again?” Callan frowned.

Pirates attacking the coastal regions was hardly a rare occurrence, but this year saw an abnormal increase in raids throughout the last weeks of summer. This hadn’t happened since the signing of the peace treaty with the Outer Isles following the Seven-Year War—a truce which Callan’s first marriage had been meant to solidify.

How exceptionally well that had turned out.

“The survivors’ accounts speak of pirate ships, but it’s not hard to guess who is really behind those attacks,” Bergen said, his eyes boring into him. Callan resisted the urge to fidget in his chair, reminding himself he was a twenty-six-year-old man, not a timid child, and took the letters to occupy his hands and avoid the duke’s icy gaze.

“We don’t know that,” he ventured, skimming the uneven handwriting on a half-torn piece of paper.

The reports were bad. They always were, but some of these new ones contained details of excessive brutality. Farms and entire villages burned, their inhabitants raped and slaughtered, their bodies left behind in pieces as an offering for the carrion birds, which the Agiennans worshiped as the messengers of their gods. Callan gritted his teeth. It was no wonder Bergen wasted no time informing him of these, despite the wedding preparations.

“They wouldn’t be half so brazen without someone backing them up,” the duke said. “The Danulf clan is by far the strongest in Agienna. It is why you—”

“Yes, I remember,” Callan said, a little more harshly than he intended.

Bergen raised an eyebrow, but otherwise showed no indignation at his insolence, and continued:

“The Danulf have been grasping for ways to exact revenge on Mulberny ever since they broke the treaty. The other clans have no desire for another war, which is why they’ve refrained from open conflict so far. But I’ve no doubt the Danulf are the ones sparking trouble along our coast.”

Guilt stirred deep inside Callan, a familiar pang that never failed to manifest itself whenever the subject of the Danulf was brought up. Whenever Idona’s name was mentioned. It never really went away, merely slept beneath his breastbone as a lump of dull ache until it was called out to the surface.

“But why now?” he asked. “Why would the Danulf act against the will of the other clans if they were reluctant to do it in the past?”

“Who knows? Inner politics? Opportunity? The timing hardly matters. Whatever the case may be, I want you to take your men and head up north,” the duke said, his fingertips tapping on the polished desktop for emphasis. “Find out who’s behind the raids and give those pirates a proper bashing. It’ll have to do until the rest of our troops are called back from Camria.”

Callan couldn’t hide his surprise.

“What about the wedding?” he asked. It was telling that he’d rather fight a bloody battle than stand before the altar with the Count of Camria by his side, but he couldn’t quite hide his enthusiasm at the idea.

“We’ll hurry the wedding,” Bergen said, effectively dashing Callan’s tentative hope for reprieve. “I’m sure the count and his family wouldn’t mind.”

There was a hint of mockery in the way he uttered “count.” Despite the marriage contract, the duke didn’t consider the young heir of Camria his equal, that much was certain.

“You’ve met him. How did you find him? Is he an amiable man?” the duke asked, changing both tone and subject.

“I’m not required to like him, only marry him,” Callan said curtly.

Bergen leaned back in his chair. “I suppose that’s true.”

The concession unexpectedly stung. Callan and his father had never been the overly affectionate sort, but hearing him dismiss Callan’s feelings as inconsequential still hurt. It was all the more surprising considering that despite his reticent nature, Bergen had been there for him in the aftermath of Idona’s death.

Why are you doing this to me? Callan wondered, but said nothing aloud.

“Take him with you to Bryluen,” the duke continued. “It wouldn’t be much of a honeymoon, but he should learn what life in Mulberny is like for us, even if he ultimately chooses to reside in Camria most of the time. The sooner, the better.”

“I can’t take him on a campaign,” Callan said, not bothering to keep the incredulity from his voice. He recalled the stiffness with which Derek held his injured arm pressed against his body, the way he nearly toppled from his horse at the end of what must have been a wearying sojourn. Even if the man hadn’t issued a single word of complaint, he was in no shape to travel again so soon, let alone fight. “He needs to recuperate.”

Bergen huffed dismissively.

“He’s not a baby to be coddled. He’s a warrior, a lord of his own fiefdom. As your husband, it’s nothing if not his duty to accompany you.”

“Remember what happened last time my spouse wanted to accompany me,” Callan said sharply.

The duke’s expression softened.

“I remember,” he said gravely. “But it wasn’t your fault then, and it wouldn’t be your fault should something happen to this new count. It’s a risk we all have to take. A title is an obligation as much as it is a privilege. I don’t have to explain that to you, but perhaps I should have a talk with your groom, if you feel he’s the sort to balk at assuming responsibility.”

“No.” Callan shook his head. “I’ll talk to him myself.”

His acquaintance with Derek had been too brief to adequately judge the quality of his character, but he didn’t strike Callan as someone who’d shirk his duty. The last thing he wanted was to be cordially accommodating to the man who’d been practically foisted on him. But as the son of a duke he wasn’t supposed to indulge his wishes. Marriage was merely a political tool for the likes of him, not a matter of personal choice.

What he’d had with Idona was pure luck, a blessing from whatever deity that had favored them. When she died, his heart died with her along with all his dreams and hopes for a family of his own, and all he was left with was the guilt he carried like a stone around his neck. His father could try to absolve him of blame all he wanted, but Callan knew the truth. And so it didn’t matter if it was this Derek he married now or someone else. They were all but pawns on a vast board, striving to serve their purpose until they were taken off of it.


Chapter Three

THE GUEST QUARTERS, where Medwin, the duke’s castellan, had taken them upon arrival, faced east. In Derek’s opinion, they presented a much nicer view than the bleakness of wild gray-green waters breaking upon barren rocks. His window offered a vantage point over the entire town of Irthorg spread below them, and beyond that, a vast expanse of fields and grassy hills punctuated with small lakes at the bottom of narrow valleys. The sky just above the horizon was stained with ink as the sun had already begun its descent into the sea.
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