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The Island Out of The Sea




The roar of Arth, the Bear Spirit, shook the earth and pushed the mountains up out of the water, 

The powerful wings of Seabhac, the Hawk Spirit, created the wind that smoothed the jagged peaks,

Tyll the Owl Spirit flew over the land, pulling the trees out of the earth with his strong talons, 

The hooves of Ceffyl, the Horse Spirit, pounded the valleys into being,

While the paws of Blaidd, the Wolf Spirit, dug the rivers and lakes,

Upon the completion of their work, the island of Pern Coen was created,

Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.

But three Spirits remained, their offerings denied by the rest of those who  

resided in the Greater Spirit Realm,

Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 

Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 

Psygod, the Fish Spirit, wished to allow for destruction, 

And all wished for complete control over those who called the island home. 

The Five Spirits were left to ban together, diminishing the power of the Three. 

Shunned by the Greater Spirits and their power reduced, the Three Spirits are forced to roam the Realm of the Mortals, 

Sowing their darkness wherever they can and seeking to possess the souls of those who willingly give them. 
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Chapter 1

Duty





The day she had long dreaded had finally arrived. Faustina stared blankly out the window overlooking the bustling city of Talekos, while her handmaidens, Elpis and Laelia, prepared her to present herself before her uncle, the Imperial Regent of Kelnore. Today, she would learn who it was that she was to marry. In less than a month, she would come one step closer to fulfilling her duty as both a princess and a duchess. 

She had been luckier than most over the past few years, spared having to be married off at the young age of sixteen or seventeen. Her uncle, Girogos, had been lenient, allowing her freedom until her twentieth birthday. But today, his leniency would come to an end. It was time for her to do her part for the empire; to marry well and bear her husband healthy sons. 

Laelia and Elpis were quiet while they finished pinning her hair, but she knew that they were as anxious as she was to discover whom she was to marry. It would be up to her husband to decide if her handmaidens would become a part of their new household, though Faustina was determined to do what she could to help them maintain their positions. Elpis and Laelia had been with her for five years now and she had no intentions of abandoning them. She had prayed to the gods every night since hearing of her impending wedding, pleading with them to grant her a husband who would allow such a thing. 

“Finished, Your Highness,” Laelia murmured as the two women backed away. 

Faustina remained where she was for a moment, studying herself in the vanity. As always, her handmaidens had done an admirable job making certain that she would live up to her mother and uncle’s scrutiny. Her dark hair was elegantly pinned up in a mass of curls and though it was largely for looks, with the rising heat of the day she was thankful to have the thick locks up off of her neck. Her cream-colored gown, with its high waist, was both slimming and sophisticated; the multiple layers of sheer fabric rippling like water when she moved. Cosmetics had been carefully applied to her face, bringing out the rich brown of her eyes. On the outside, she was precisely what she was expected to be: the picture of feminine perfection. On the inside she felt as if she might vomit at any moment. 

Truly, she had never expected to marry for love, as some lucky commoners did. The nobility, in particular the Imperial family, did not have such a luxury. While she hoped for a man she could at least form a friendship with, she would settle for one who was neither cruel nor thirty years her senior. Elpis brought over her soft silk slippers and Faustina’s stomach churned as the handmaiden helped her into them. 

As Faustina got to her feet, there was a knock at the door, followed by the presence of her younger brother, Stelios, being announced by her guards. Some of the tightness in her chest eased. After the death of their father, she and her brother had grown close. Since their father’s passing, their mother had not been much of a mother and for countless years it had felt to Faustina as if her true family only consisted of Stelios. His presence would be certain to help soothe her fractious nerves on a day like this one. 

When she crossed the room, her guards opened the doors to her bedchamber and she stepped into her sitting room where Stelios waited. He was the striking image of their father with his shoulder-length black hair and brown eyes. In his bright red shirt, embellished with the silver serpent of Kelnore, his crisp black pants and polished boots, he looked every inch the Crown Prince. Soon to be Emperor, she reminded herself as she walked up to him. He was eighteen, two years younger than she, and next year he would be old enough to take his place as Kelnore’s leader. To her, however, he would always be her little brother. 

“You look stunning,” he said, nodding in approval before getting to his feet. 

“Hopefully Mother will not have any complaints,” she replied. 

“As if she has any room to,” he muttered. 

Faustina ignored the slight at their mother, Myrrhine, taking his arm when he offered it. She had long given up trying to salvage her own relationship with their mother, much less Stelios’. After their father died, Myrrhine had fallen into a dark place, not able to care for her children, much less have anything to do with holding up her husband’s empire. At first when Myrrhine had sought comfort in Girogos, Faustina had had hoped that a better life would be in store for them, but after the two married, Girogos had made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with his brother’s children. In turn, Myrrhine had only become more distant. 

Faustina pushed the dark thoughts aside as she and Stelios left the sitting room, more guards opening doors before Stelios led her out into the airy, alabaster hallways of the Imperial Palace. As they walked to the throne room, they passed by an open breezeway and she could feel the heat of the sun’s rays, though the polished marble floors remained cool under her feet. To their northern neighbors, the arid heat was considered a curse, but to Faustina it spoke of home. 

“It’s a good match that Uncle has made,” Stelios said as they walked. “You’ll be well provided for.” 

She nodded, swallowing hard and trying to ignore her quivering stomach. It was a strange reversal of roles after spending so many years feeling as if she were the one raising her younger brother. But now that Stelios had come of age, he inhabited a very different place in the world than she did. He was a man now and not just that, he was Crown Prince along with a newly appointed captain in their uncle’s army. Stelios was a leader and in control of his own destiny, while she was little more than a pawn. 

“Is this man someone you know?” she asked. 

“Someone I know of.” Stelios paused, casting her a sidelong glance. “I think you’ll be happy. He has enough prestige and money to keep you comfortably.” 

She nodded, a sinking feeling settling in the pit of her stomach as they reached the throne room. If her betrothed had wealth and prestige, he was most likely considerably older than her. Allow me to give him an heir quickly, she prayed. And then at least allow me to live my own quiet life. Even if it is a lonely one. Palace guards bowed before them, resplendent in their uniforms of silver and red. The throne room doors were thrust open and the knot in Faustina’s belly grew as she and Stelios stepped inside. 

Girogos and Myrrhine awaited them at the head of the room, both seated on their marble thrones. As usual, Girogos looked bored with the entire affair while Myrrhine appeared carved of stone, looking every inch the perfect image of an Empress of Kelnore: beautiful and silent. As Faustina and Stelios crossed the large open chamber, Faustina’s gaze flitted beyond the palace guards to the man standing a few feet away at Girogos’ side. She couldn’t stop her sharp intake of breath, her steps faltering. She had no recollection of the stranger’s name and though his looks weren’t completely unfortunate, he was far closer to her uncle’s age than her own. 

“He will take care of you,” Stelios whispered in her ear, urging her on. 

Somehow, she managed to make it to the head of the room. Myrrhine briefly stared at Faustina with a critical eye before her expression became closed off once more, while Girogos’ gaze remained as cold and hard as always. Stelios remained with Faustina and she took strength from her brother’s presence. She wanted to shrink away, to beg her uncle to give her at least a few more months of freedom, but she knew that eventually, she would end up in this exact same place again. It was her duty. 

“Captain,” Girogos said, motioning to the man that she assumed was to be her intended. “My brother’s daughter, Her Imperial Highness, Princess Faustina, Duchess of Solis.” 

Stelios released her and she curtsied in front of the captain as he bowed. When he straightened, she boldly allowed herself to study him for a few moments. From his uniform, she could tell that he was part of the Imperial Navy. Girogos and Myrrhine would no doubt be appalled that she was able to discern such a thing, but she had spent as much time as Stelios’ tutors making certain that her brother was prepared for his role as Emperor. She had learned a few things herself along the way. 

“Your Highness,” the captain said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “Captain Haris of Vindemia.” 

She didn’t recoil at his touch, but neither did it fill her with warmth. He was tall, his dark blond hair thinning and his grey eyes cold as he assessed her. After a moment, he turned back to Girogos and the two men began to discuss the details of the betrothal. As they talked, Faustina tried to recall what province the landholding of Vindemia was in. Drawing a blank, she inched closer to Stelios. 

“Vindemia is in Lapis, is it not?” she asked him, careful to keep her voice quiet. 

“Yes,” Stelios replied. “The far northern part of it. He’s a Viscount, but he’s done well in the Navy and his villa has become quite wealthy in recent years.” 

She pressed her lips together, struggling to maintain her tight-lipped smile. Her betrothed had both a title and a duchy to gain by marrying her, it seemed, along with plenty of coin. She remained silent while the negotiations were made, her voice not welcome in such discussions. The longer she studied Haris as he spoke with Girogos, the more the dull thud in her chest grew. The man was cold and calculating, that much was obvious. To him, their betrothal was a business transaction, nothing more. She had known it was foolish to hope for love, but now it seemed even friendship would be out of the question. 

“Three weeks,” Girogos said, jarring her back to the conversation at hand. “You will remain at the palace until then, Captain.” 

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Haris replied. 

“Faustina,” Girogos said, turning his attention to her. “I expect you will take this time to learn what your husband expects of you.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she murmured, unwilling to look either her uncle or Haris in the eye. 

She had always known that such a day would come, but there was still an unbearable ache in her chest. Girogos dismissed them and Haris barely glanced her way before he departed. Stelios saw her out of the throne room and she silently thanked the gods for her brother’s support as they stepped back out into the hallway. After the throne room doors shut, she dropped her carefully constructed mask, biting her lip and swallowing hard. Stelios’ expression softened and for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the loving younger brother that she remembered instead of the serious, imposing man he had become. 

“Do you want to go out to the gardens?” he asked, his tone gentle. 

She nodded, letting him lead her back through the maze of palace halls to her one place of solace. When she was younger, the love of the palace gardens had been something that she and her mother had shared, but in the wake of their father’s passing, Myrrhine never stepped foot near them anymore. Faustina knew that Stelios himself had little interest in the myriad of plants, sculptures, and fountains, but she desperately clung to his company as they made their way there. 

The sun beat down on them when they stepped out of a breezeway and into the lush gardens at the palace’s center. She could smell the faint sea breeze along with the fragrant perfumes of blooming flowers. They wandered the crushed shell paths, Stelios silent as he walked along at her side, his hands clasped behind his back. As they wandered the rows of roses, sea lavender and agapanthus, Faustina could feel the tension in her shoulders easing. She came to a stop at a sculpture of Aestas, the goddess of summer, and took a seat on a nearby bench, soaking in the shade that the statue offered. 

“Better?” Stelios asked, taking a seat beside her. 

“Somewhat,” she answered, allowing her shoulders to slump and hoping that none of her mother’s many servants were nearby to catch her break in decorum. “Why does he want me?” 

Stelios let out a quiet sigh, rubbing the back of his neck. “He’s ready to settle down and sire heirs.” 

“And he was the highest bidder?” 

“Faustina…” Stelios paused, angling himself toward her. “He doesn’t need you for your money, he had plenty of his own. He’s well-respected among the nobility and he’s proved his success on the field. He’s the sort of man who can provide you with the life that you’re accustomed to.” 

She couldn’t look at him, instead staring at the alluringly posed, half-dressed goddess in front of her. 

“It is time for us to grow up,” Stelios quietly said. 

She gave him a sad smile, finally looking his way. “Aren’t I the one who is supposed to be telling you that?” 

“It will be for the best.” He rested a hand on her knee, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You’ll see. I have to get back to the practice yard. I’ll see at dinner?” 

She nodded before bidding him farewell, remaining on the bench as she watched him stride off. As soon as he was gone, she allowed herself a few of the tears she had fought to keep at bay. She had known for most of her life that this was the future before her, yet she still felt as if she were grieving a life that she would never have. 

As the years had passed with still no marriage arrangement, she had held out hope that perhaps Girogos would simply allow the duchy to pass to her or to at least let her choose one of the many young noblemen who had thrown their attention her way. But in the end, it seemed that duty, tradition and coin had won out. Her dreams of a young, handsome nobleman who would at least make her feel something, were just that; dreams. She was the daughter of an emperor and the heir to a wealthy duchy. That was not to be her fate. No matter how much she wished it to be. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Northerners





His companions were unaffected by the bustling city of Talekos, but Idris was not. As the three of them rode along the vibrant streets of the capitol city, he found it impossible to ignore his racing pulse and the adrenaline that flooded him. He had waited almost his whole life for a moment like this one and he wasn’t going to waste it. 

The buildings that lined either side of the cobblestone street were two to three times the size of even the largest buildings in his homeland, the far northern island of Pern Coen. The hot and humid air was also a stark contrast to what he was accustomed to in the north, though the light weight clothing he and his companions had purchased upon entering Kelnore had helped them all not perish from the infernal heat. 

Two of his mother’s top advisors on trade, Cadoc and Murchadh, rode beside him. Of the two, the fair-haired Cadoc had been most amenable to the journey south, though Idris was uncertain if either of the men were really thrilled with his mother, Heledd’s, decision to send them to Talekos. But Heledd was Ri, the leader of the Clan of Seabhac, and neither Cadoc nor Murchadh had much room for argument once her decision had been made. 

Murchadh in particular had been less then pleased when Heledd had announced that not only were they to travel south, but that Idris would join them as well. The older man hadn’t even tried to hide his irritation at having to watch over the Ri’s son. Like I’m three instead of twenty-three, Idris thought with a shake of his head. He was plenty enough of a man to be involved with matters of diplomacy, Murchadh’s opinion be damned. 

As they guided their horses through the crowd, Idris risked a glance behind them. The tall ships with their billowy sails in the distant harbor were still an astounding sight. They had nothing of the sort in Pern Coen. A shout drew his attention and he was barely able to keep his horse from colliding with another oncoming rider. 

“Pay attention,” Murchadh muttered, sending him a sharp look. “We don’t need any trouble here.” 

“I’m well aware of that,” Idris replied, but he could feel his face heat as focused between his horse’s ears. 

Heledd’s ability to even get them entrance to the southern Empire of Kelnore had been a rare feat and he knew that many of the Kelnorians would be expecting trouble from them. Not all in the empire had been pleased with Emperor Girogos’ decree to allow in traders from the far northern lands of Darnic, Dineum and Pern Coen. Even on Idris’ island home, many of the other clan leaders had not agreed with Heledd’s decision to send a party south. But Heledd had never been one to pass up on an opportunity that might benefit the people of Seabhac. 

At first, she had planned on sending another prominent clansman instead of Idris, but after much arguing and begging on his part, she had finally relented to let him go. The only condition was that after he’d had the grand adventure he longed for, he would seriously consider his future as Ri. Idris suspected that his mother hoped that time away from home would perhaps dampen his wanderlust, but thus far, nothing had been further from the truth. 

He had been fascinated by both the myriad of cultures and languages they had encountered on their long journey to Talekos and the city itself boasted people of all different backgrounds and stations. Luckily for him and his companions, the common tongue was freely spoken in the empire, but it was also apparent that many other nations took advantage of doing business in the wealthy imperial city. 

Eventually, Idris and his companions guided their horses off the crowded city streets and down a side alley that led to their destination, an inn by the name of Aureus Ficus. It wasn’t far from Talekos’ largest market square and only half a mile from the famed Imperial Palace. The inn itself was a sight to behold with its three stories and gleaming pale pink walls. A stable boy took their horses and the three men gathered their supplies from their mounts’ saddle bags before they walked into the inn. 

The first thing that struck Idris once they were inside was the intricate tile mosaic that covered the floor. The colorful artwork depicted a stunning golden-haired woman eating some sort of fruit. He managed to keep his mouth from dropping open as he studied the sensual image, only to be elbowed by Cadoc when a tall, dark-haired man approached them. 

“Ah,” the stranger said, extending a hand to Murchadh. “More northerners?” 

“Yes,” Murchadh replied. “From Pern Coen. Three rooms, if you have them. Though we can make due with one if we have no other option.” 

The man, who introduced himself as the inn’s proprietor, Albus, confirmed that he had the lodging they sought and after an exchange of coin, they were directed to their rooms. They had what Albus referred to as an adjoining suite; three bedrooms connected by one small common room. It reminded Idris of the larger chambers in the castle that he and his family called home. He took the room with the small balcony and its own separate entrance, eager for privacy and a view of the city. Upon stashing their belongings, they reconvened in the common room, Murchadh insisting that they establish a plan for the days ahead. 

It was cooler in the building than it was outside and as Idris strolled into the common room, he felt a new appreciation for the open, airy architecture of the south. Cadoc was inspecting the eating area along the far wall while Idris took a seat on the plush bench at the room’s center, the two of them waiting for Murchadh to emerge from his room. An open window let in both the outside noise and the faint sea breeze. The inn was only a mile or two from Talekos’ famed docks. 

Idris briefly closed his eyes, hardly able to believe that he was here, in Talekos, hundreds of miles away from his home. He had managed not only to travel, but to literally journey to the opposite end of the Realm. The knowledge brought with it a sense of satisfaction along with a lightness in his chest. The weeks on the road had been long and hard, but they had been worth it. 

“We’ll be lucky if we don’t all melt to death by the time we make it home,” Murchadh said as he walked into the room, he and Cadoc taking seats across from Idris. 

Idris resisted the urge to roll his eyes, though he couldn’t suppress a frustrated sigh. The noise earning him a pointed look from Cadoc. Murchadh had complained steadily from the moment they had left the island and Idris was starting to think that he would never be free of the other man’s incessant grumbling. 

“I think it wise if we get to the market early tomorrow,” Murchadh continued. “That way we’ll have plenty of time to have our permit validated and set up our stall.” 

“How early are you thinking?” Cadoc asked. 

“Right at dawn,” Murchadh answered. 

Cadoc nodded in agreement and Idris barely stifled a groan. Mornings had never been his favorite time of day and he’d hoped now that their travels were over, he wouldn’t continue to be quite so well acquainted with the sunrise. 

“Do you really think that’s necessary?” Idris asked. 

“Yes,” Murchadh replied, his brow furrowing. “We’re here for business, not for pleasure.” 

Idris tensed. “You can’t possibly expect that—”

Cadoc held up a hand, cutting him off. “No one is saying that you can’t do any exploring while you’re here, but it’s best if we all keep our wits about us. We’re foreigners and the laws in this land are different than our own. We don’t need to be causing any trouble between Emperor Girogos and Ri Heledd.” 

Idris mumbled an acknowledgement, not quite meeting the men’s gazes. He had no intention of causing trouble, but he would be damned if he spent his entire time in Talekos either working at the market or locked up in his room. The conversation shifted to their plans for the morning, but Idris found himself continually distracted by the noises outside, eager to leave his companions behind and go explore the city. Spirits only knew if he would ever get such an opportunity again, especially if he agreed to his mother’s wishes and took his place as Ri when she eventually stepped down. I’m not wasting this, he thought, watching a colorful bird come land on the window sill before taking flight again. He was more than ready to embrace all that Talekos had to offer. 








  
  

Chapter 3

Expectations





The only bright news in Faustina’s morning was that Viscount Avitus of Prada and his wife, Cassia, had arrived at the Palace late the previous night. Faustina and Cassia had been friends since they were five years of age, but Faustina hadn’t seen the other woman in months. When Cassia had married Avitus, he had whisked her away to his province in Calidi until his duties as a nobleman had called him back to Talekos. Faustina was anxious to see her friend again and to be able to speak with someone who might understand her reservations regarding her impending marriage, but first she had to get through breakfast with her betrothed. 

Laelia and Elpis had adorned her in jewels that matched the sea green fabric of her gown and had added sea roses from the garden to her pinned hair. She was perfectly presented for a morning with Haris, the picture of an ideal Kelnorian princess and duchess, but as palace guards escorted her to one of the many dining rooms, she felt anything but beautiful. Her stomach churned and she struggled to take deep breaths as she walked into the room where Haris awaited her. It was her duty to marry the cold man before her, but she felt like nothing but a prized horse who had been bought and traded. 

Haris got to his feet when she entered, though he allowed one of the guards to seat her before instructing them to take their places along the wall. Propriety dictated that she not be alone with Haris until they were wed, but as her betrothed studied her with a scrutinizing gaze, Faustina became uncomfortably aware of the amount of time she would be expected to spend in his presence during their brief engagement. Time that would only increase once they were married. 

Faustina fidgeted with the skirts of her dress under the table as servants brought them food and drink. The room they were in, with its peach-colored walls and long windows overlooking the gardens, had once been soothing to her. But now, even the pleasant colors and views of blooming plants couldn’t quell her quivering stomach. 

“I have no expectation of this being a love match,” Haris said as they began to eat, his movements stiff. “And I expect that you will not believe in such foolishness either.” 

“Of course not, my lord,” she murmured, though his blunt words made it difficult for her to stomach the piece of fruit she had just swallowed. 

“The duchy will need an heir,” he continued, not even looking her way. “His Majesty expects it. I will do my duty and you will do the same.” 

She nodded, forcing herself to eat while silently reminding herself that all she had to do was produce him a son. Once he had an heir, there would be no reason for him not to leave her be. Silence fell between them, uncomfortable and thick. She knew that she shouldn’t speak out of turn, but the tension between them continued to build and she could feel her hands growing clammy. 

“Do you plan to resign your commission to run the duchy?” she finally asked. 

He looked at her, his brow furrowed and his mouth turned down. 

“Of course not,” he answered, shaking his head. “I will hire a steward for that.” 

She mumbled an acknowledgement, working to school her features. Even with the ire in his tone, the answer was a relief. If he intended to remain in the Imperial Navy, then he would be gone for lengthy periods of time. It gave her hope that she would be able to maintain some sense of normalcy in her life, even once she was married. 

Their meal continued on in silence, though on occasion Haris did glance her way. The looks he gave her as he assessed her body weren’t exactly comforting, but at least he didn’t completely ignore her. She tried once more to engage in conversation, asking him about his family, but he was swift to chastise her for it and she kept her mouth shut the remainder of the meal. Once the servants returned and cleared their plates, he turned toward her, waiting for the servant’s to leave before he addressed her again. 

“I will be frank with you,” he said. “I do not want a wife. Such arrangements are usually more trouble than they’re worth, but I am not so blind not to realize that I need an heir. Nor am I such a fool that I would willingly pass up on the chance to advance my station. You will be loyal to me and I will make certain that this arrangement benefits the both of us. Are we clear?” 

She nodded, her chest tight and her body numb as he rose from the table. She scrambled to her feet after him, the palace guards dutifully returning to her side. 

“Until tomorrow, Princess,” Haris said, taking her hand and barely brushing his lips over the back of it. 

Somehow, she forced a smile before he departed the room, in spite of the painful tightening in her throat. She had foolishly spent the night hoping that some affection could grow between them and that perhaps, with time, he would change. But their conversation had made it perfectly clear that her future husband was as cold and heartless as she had feared him to be. 

The guards saw her out of the room and her stomach was in knots by the time she returned to her chambers. Elpis and Laelia were there to help her change into a less extravagant day dress, the two women speaking excitedly of her marriage while they arranged her hair into more practical braids. By the time Faustina returned to the sitting room to wait for Cassia, her chest ached. She had known that she was never destined for love, but over the years she had held out hope for at least a kind man or a man she could form a friendship with. Haris was neither. 

Faustina didn’t have to wait long for Cassia and for that she was grateful. Her friend sailed into the room upon being announced by the guards. Cassia’s dark blue gown matched her sparkling blue eyes and she grinned as she crossed the room to join Faustina. The two women greeted one another before settling down on the plush fabric chase. 

“It seems that congratulations are in order,” Cassia said. 

“Yes,” Faustina answered, forcing a smile, though by the wrinkle in Cassia’s brow, her friend saw right through it. 

“You’re not happy,” Cassia said, her expression softening. 

“He’s not…” Faustina paused, worrying her lower lip before shrugging one shoulder. “He just isn’t what I expected, is all.” 

Cassia placed a hand on Faustina’s arm, her tone gentle. “There are worse things in life than marriage to a wealthy, powerful man.” 

Faustina nodded, clearing her throat before making herself meet Cassia’s gaze. “Marriage looks as if it agrees with you.” 

A faint blush came to Cassia’s cheeks and she smiled. Her exquisite gown and her countless jewels were the most obvious signs of her new, happy life as a viscountess, but as Faustina studied the other woman, there was something else. Cassia practically glowed and there was a light to her eyes that gave Faustina hope. Avitus was only twelve years Cassia’s senior, versus Haris’ twenty, but if Cassia had found happiness with her husband, then perhaps Faustina could as well. 

“Yes.” Cassia replied, though she didn’t quite meet Faustina’s gaze as she fidgeted with one of her gold bracelets. “It has agreed with me quite well.” 

“Avitus has been kind?” 

“Avitus…” Cassia hesitated, still looking away. “Avitus is a busy man. It has allowed me time to find other pursuits.” 

“Such as?” Faustina asked, raising a brow. 

Cassia’s gaze darted around the room, though Faustina couldn’t quite fathom why. The guards were all outside her chambers and Laelia and Elpis were off attending to other duties. 

“You must promise me that you will keep this a secret,” Cassia said, lowering her voice. 

Faustina stared back at the other woman in confusion. “Of course, you know you can trust me. But Cassia, what is it?” 

Cassia licked her lips, leaning toward Faustina and lowering her voice.  “I met a man when I arrived at Avitus’ villa. One of his guards.” 

Faustina’s eyes widened as she realized what the other woman was saying. 

“Cassia,” she hissed. “You can’t be serious. Your husband could have you killed.” 

“We’ve been discreet.” Cassia sucked in her cheeks before she let out a low breath. “Elias loves me. He would never do anything that would cause harm to come to me.” 

“Cassia,” Faustina let out a quiet groan, rubbing her forehead. “You know that we are not meant for love. Those are foolish tales told by the common people to try and make their lives more bearable.” 

“But why should we suffer? Forced to marry men who see us as nothing more than vessels to secure their progeny and destinies. Avitus seeks happiness elsewhere, I don’t see why I shouldn’t be allowed to do the same.” 

“Avitus is a man. And a nobleman at that.” 

“Avitus will never find out. Elias and I will make sure of it.” 

Faustina bit her lip, trying to ignore the pleading look in Cassia’s eyes. She knew nothing of her friend’s lover, but she hoped that he would be true to his promise of keeping her safe. Men’s indiscretions were overlooked, expected even, but if a woman were to do so there were significant consequences. 

“It is your choice, I suppose,” Faustina said with a tight-lipped smile. 

“I promise you, Elias will never let anything happen to me.” Cassia leaned back in her seat. “Tell me about Haris.” 

“He’s a naval captain. I expect from our conversation at breakfast this morning that he will be very busy with his duties.” 

Cassia gave her a sly smile. “That might not be such a bad thing.” 

“I am not going to risk the wrath of either my husband or my uncle,” Faustina said, giving her a pointed look. 

“I’m sorry, I know it’s different for you.” Cassia dipped her chin to her chest. “I’ve just never had happiness like this before and I wish that you could experience it too.” 

“Stelios likes Haris well enough. Like you said, he’s wealthy and powerful.” 

“Has he been attentive to you, at least?” 

“We had breakfast this morning.” 

“And?” 

Faustina’s shoulders slumped, her thoughts drifting back to the awkward, tense meal. “He’s very… serious.” 

Cassia gave her a sympathetic look. “What would you say to a trip to the market?” 

“The market?” Faustina repeated, thrown by the abrupt change in topic. 

“Yes, the market,” Cassia said with a grin. “You quite obviously need some cheering up, and what better way to do so than by spending a man’s money? You have a wedding to prepare for, after all.” 

Faustina laughed, shaking her head. Truthfully, Cassia had always been trouble, it was one of the reasons Stelios had never liked her, but Faustina had long appreciated the other woman’s liveliness; even if it was accompanied by mischief. If nothing else, a trip to the market would help get her mind off the lonely life she was sure to lead as Haris’ wife. 

“That,” Faustina said, “sounds like an excellent idea.” 








  
  

Chapter 4

Strangers





Sweat poured off of Idris as he lugged the load of furs onto the wooden table in front of him. They had arrived at the market just before dawn and were given a make-shift stall on one of the outer rows. The crowded space around them resounded with shouts, horses’ hooves and a mixture of both common and foreign tongues. The array of colors filling the square astounded him, as did the mass of people who milled about. He hadn’t had a chance to see beyond their own row of vendors, but he was eager to explore, even if his companions weren’t. Behind Idris, Cadoc passed him another pile of furs while Murchadh continued to arrange their wares on the table. 

“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Idris asked, gesturing to the throngs of people passing by. 

“No,” Cadoc said, “and I for one am eager to get away from this accursed heat.”

Idris cast the other man an annoyed look before his gaze turned back to the crowd. He couldn’t disagree that the sweltering temperatures of the south weren’t exactly enjoyable and they had been at the market for hours and sold little, but there was nothing like the fascinating scene before him back in Pern Coen. Even the island’s largest markets and squares were a fraction of the size of the one outside of the Imperial Palace. 

Murchadh barked at him to be useful and Idris set to helping the older man create another arrangement of furs that would hopefully entice buyers. A loud shout cut through the market square just as Idris finished laying out a pile of rabbit furs. He spied what appeared to be a large canopy carried by four men, the odd structure parting the swarms of people. He watched with curiosity as the strange vessel, resembling a carried bed, moved closer to them. The soldiers carrying it wore the colors of Kelnore, their faces solemn as they marched with their load. They stopped a few feet away and one of them pulled back a sheer white cloth. 

Idris was transfixed as a woman, dressed in a gown of wispy lavender cloth, stepped out. A less ornately dressed woman walked along beside her, the two of them pushing their way through the crowd while two soldiers trailed behind them. The noblewoman’s imperious gaze fell on Idris and he couldn’t break his stare as she began to glide in his direction. Her dress was embellished with bits of gold that glimmered in the hot sun and her rich dark brown hair was elegantly pulled off her neck. There was no mistaking her beauty and his pulse started to race as she drew closer. 

“Remember, we don’t want any trouble,” Murchadh muttered. 

The foreign beauty stopped in front of Idris and he could barely breathe, not even caring to respond to Murchadh’s warning. She looked over the furs on the table, brushing her long, slender fingers over them. 

“You are new here, yes?” she asked, looking back up when she addressed Idris, her southern accent thick.

“Y-yes,” he answered. “We hail from Pern Coen.” 

“Where is that?” She picked up one of the rabbit furs, examining it more closely. 

“An island in the far northern territories.”

She eyed him with puzzlement, her brow wrinkling slightly when she sat down the fur. A shout came from behind her and she turned her head toward the noise. 

“Duchess Faustina!” one of the soldiers called, marching over to her. 

She and the soldier spoke to one another in hushed tones while Idris marveled at the gold flowers adorning her hair. He couldn’t understand their words, but the soldier motioned for her to follow him. She paused, glancing back at Idris. 

“What is your name?” she asked. 

“Idris,” he answered. “Idris of Seabhac.” 

“You have lovely wares, Idris of Seabhac.” 

She flashed him a soft smile, one that made his mouth go dry, before she walked off, following the soldier. He was oblivious to everything else as he watched her wander off and join a third woman he hadn’t seen before, the newcomer dressed in an equally extravagant gown of dark blue. Soon, the women blended into the crowd along with their soldier escorts and Idris was left staring with an unexpected ache in his chest. When Murchadh dropped another pile of furs in front of him, he started, his thought still on the mysterious noblewoman. 

“A gentle reminder that you are here to work,” Murchadh said, giving him a pointed look. “Not get yourself entangled with some Kelnorian noblewoman.” 

“I’m well aware of that,” Idris grumbled, grabbing up the furs and starting to stack them with the others. 

But as he worked, their unexpected visitor wasn’t so easily vanquished from his thoughts. He was no stranger to beautiful women, especially given his status as the Ri’s eldest son, but none of them had ever made him feel quite like she had. Nor had any of them ever so solidly branded themselves into his memory after one brief meeting. It was a foolish thought on his part, but he wouldn’t object to seeing her again. The odds of them ever stumbling across one another were low, but he at least had a name: Faustina. 








  
  

Chapter 5

Shackled





The trip to the market had been a worthy distraction for Faustina from her impending marriage, just not in the way she had expected. She had lain in bed all night unable to get her mind off of him. There had been something about the northern merchant she had encountered, something about his rugged good looks, deep voice, and compelling green eyes that continually drew her thoughts back to him. Their chance meeting had been brief, but she would be lying if she said that she didn’t long to see him again. Idris of Seabhac had excited her in a way that no other man ever had. 

Somehow, she made it through her morning of entertaining a few other noblewomen who were visiting the palace while their husbands or fathers handled political affairs with Girogos. But by the time lunch rolled around, she was sick to death of inane conversation and more than ready to escape the confines of the palace. Unfortunately for her, Stelios had arranged a meal in the gardens with Haris the day prior. With a bit of pleading on her part she had at least convinced her brother to invite Avitus and Cassia as well. With Cassia present, Faustina wouldn’t find herself completely ignored. 

Stelios escorted Faustina down to the gardens, filling her in on his morning discussions with Girogos’ general, Titus. It was undoubtedly a less than appropriate topic for a princess, but for a little while she felt like they were as close as they had been when they were children. Stelios’ excitement over gaining more responsibilities in preparation for his role as emperor was impossible to miss and even though the topic of war and fighting held little interest for her, she smiled and nodded at all the right moments. 

Once in the gardens, they took a seat under a large canopy that had been set up. Their table overlooked a fountain with a sculpture of the founding god and goddess of Kelnore at its center. The marble artwork depicted both Opes, the god of wealth and prosperity, and Amare, the goddess of love and fertility. Faustina had seen the statue hundreds of times and yet as she sat in her seat, she couldn’t help but notice something different about the carved images. 

Amare kneeled at Opes’ feet, her arms wrapped around his waist as she looked up at him. Faustina had always been told that Amare was looking at Opes in adoration, but today she didn’t see a woman in love. Instead, she saw a desperate woman struggling to gain the attention of the man who towered over her. An empty feeling settled in the pit of Faustina’s stomach, but she didn’t have long to dwell on her morose thoughts, as they were soon joined by Cassia, Avitus and Haris. 

Cassia took a seat next to Faustina, while Haris settled on the other side of her. Haris barely acknowledged her beyond bowing and taking her hand to roughly kiss the back of it. Food was brought out by servants and the men were soon in deep discussion over Girogos and Titus’ wish to expand Kelnorian holdings in the province of Primun. Faustina and Cassia were left to talk among themselves, the men paying them little attention. 

“Have the seamstresses started on your dress for the wedding yet?” Cassia asked while the men droned on about strategic plans. 

“Not yet,” Faustina replied, giving a tight-lipped smile in spite of her churning stomach. 

“Maybe we can go down to the market again tomorrow and look at some of the fabrics that have been recently imported. You certainly deserve something unique for your wedding day.” Cassia gave Faustina a sly look before she took a sip of wine. 

“Maybe,” Faustina replied, her heart fluttering at the thought. Cassia had only gotten a glimpse of Idris, but on their return trip to the palace, Faustina had found herself spilling the details of the exciting interaction to the other woman. 

A servant re-filled Haris’ wine goblet and he glanced over at the women, his brow furrowed. Faustina immediately looked down at her plate, working to school her expression and banish all thoughts of Idris. 

“I’m not sure the market is the place for you,” Haris said with a frown. “Not with the influx of traders from the far north. Men like that aren’t like the ones you’re used to. I hardly think it safe.” 

Faustina stiffened. There were many in the nobility that had not agreed with Girogos’ decision to allow such men into Kelnore’s borders to trade and it appeared that Haris was one of them. Men like Idris were viewed as outsiders; not to be trusted. As had been evidenced by the palace guards’ disapproval when she had wandered over to Idris’ stall. 

“Cassia and I have been down to the market many times,” Faustina said, daring to look over at her betrothed. “We always take guards with us and no harm has ever come to us.” 

“Such decisions are not going to be yours for much longer,” Haris replied, his movements stiff as he cracked open a crab leg. 

She bit the inside of her cheek, willing herself to stay quiet and Cassia gave her a sympathetic look. Haris took her silence as acquiescence and turned his attention back to Stelios and Avitus’ discussion. Cassia drew Faustina into conversation a few more times until the meal wound down, but Faustina found that she didn’t have much desire to talk or to eat. She could see a future with the man beside her, but it wasn’t a happy one. Instead, it was one that left her chest tight and her stomach hard. 

The meal finally came to an end and Faustina was relieved when Cassia whisked them away to another part of the gardens. The men were well in their cups and seemed more than happy for the two of them to wander off so that they could continue drinking and carrying on conversations that the women were too delicate for. Faustina and Cassia found shade under a small grape arbor and Faustina sank down onto a stone bench, taking in the pungent, fragrant scent of the grapes and allowing it to soothe her. 

“Perhaps he will get better with time,” Cassia said, sitting down next to her. 

Faustina glanced over at the other woman, raising her brows in disbelief. 

“Well, then I will pray to Amare that he is willing to spend most of his time ignoring you like Avitus does to me.” 

Faustina sighed, allowing her shoulders to slump as she stared at her hands. “I know it shouldn’t surprise me. I had just hoped…” 

“For more?” Cassia gave her a sad smile. 

“Foolishly, yes.” 

“I’m serious about going down to the market with you again.” 

Faustina bit her lip, the back of her neck heating as her thoughts flitted to Idris. “I’m betrothed, Cassia.” 

“You’re shackled.” 

Faustina jerked her head up at the frank statement and the bitterness that had laced Cassia’s voice.

“You didn’t ask for this,” Cassia continued, “and you’re going to do your duty. You will have a lifetime of being forced to be at Haris’ side, but this moment with this man… it’s fleeting. Grab it while you can or spend your whole life regretting that you didn’t.” 

“You speak from experience?” Faustina asked. 

Cassia wouldn’t look at her. “Perhaps.” 

“If anyone were to find out, he could get arrested; possibly killed. Not to mention how Girogos and Haris would punish me.” 

“No one has to find out.” Cassia leaned back on her hands, tossing her hair. “We’re just talking about you seeing him again, Faustina. Not you making love with the man.” 

Faustina bit her lip, trying to ignore how her cheeks heated and her pulse raced when she thought of the latter. She was silent for a moment, her heart torn in two directions, but Cassia wasn’t entirely wrong. She hadn’t asked to marry Haris and just because she saw Idris again didn’t mean that she would not do her duty in the end. 

“When is the last time that you did something that you wanted?” Cassia asked, her voice soft. 

Faustina worried her lower lip, another stretch of silence passing between them before she gave a slight nod. “Alright.” 

Cassia grinned. “You’re not going to regret this.” 

Faustina gave her a tentative smile, trying to ignore the quiver that had returned to her stomach. She could only hope that Cassia was right. 








  
  

Chapter 6

Nothing & Something





Idris didn’t see Faustina again for four days and both Cadoc and Murchadh kept him busy enough with various tasks that he’d had little time to explore Talekos, or inquire about her. The harder Cadoc and Murchadh pushed him, the more he began to wonder if his mother had specifically tasked the two men with keeping him working from dusk to dawn in some misguided attempt to keep him out of trouble. Idris knew that Heledd didn’t approve of his wanderlust, she’d rather he be back in Seabhac, preparing for his future as Ri, but that wasn’t the life for him; it never would be. 

As he stood behind their stall in the market, he couldn’t help but compare the dullness of home with the vibrancy of Talekos. They’d been hocking their wares since dawn and though the morning had been busy, allowing them to sell a fair number of furs and wood carvings, the activity had died off when late afternoon rolled around. He wiped sweat off of his brow and picked up the pitcher off the table, pouring himself a drink. He could do without the infernal heat, though this evening he intended to make his way down to the Bay of Aegir and enjoy a swim in its cool waters. Cadoc and Murchadh would have to make do without him. 

He was taking another long drink of lukewarm water when he spotted her. Faustina wandered the market with two palace guards and a lighter haired woman at her side. His pulse quickened at the sight of her, today dressed in a gown of flowing green fabric that flattered her figure. She began walking over to him and he took another large gulp of water in an attempt to wet his dry mouth. Her companion remained with the guards and while the men watched her every move, Faustina approached Idris alone. 

He ran a hand through his hair, trying not to grimace as he glanced down at his dust covered clothing. When he looked back up, he was greeted with her shy smile and his bit of self-consciousness faded away. On the other side of the stall, Idris heard Murchadh clear his throat, but he ignored the other man, focusing on Faustina instead. 

“You Grace,” he said when she reached the table, giving her a low bow. 

A slight, yet remarkably becoming, flush colored her cheeks and she shook her head. 

“Truly, that isn’t necessary,” she replied, picking up one of the wood carvings. “Do you make these?” 

“Some of them.” He gestured to a few of the carvings that he could call his own. 

Faustina set down the bear she was holding, exchanging it for a brightly colored sparrow he had created. 

“They’re lovely,” she murmured as she studied it. 

“Not nearly as lovely as you.” 

Her flush grew deeper but her smile broadened. 

“How long will you be here?” She set the sparrow back down. “In Talekos?” 

“A little over three weeks,” he replied. 

She pursed her lips, drawing his attention to them, and he struggled to push aside thoughts of kissing her. Stunning as she was, she was far beyond his reach, even as the son of a Ri. 

“Have you had a chance to see much of the city?” she asked. 

“I’m afraid not,” he answered, ignoring the dark looks that Murchadh and Cadoc were sending his way. Far above him she might be, but he wasn’t going to throw away an opportunity to speak with her while he could. 

“I’d actually hoped to go down to the Bay of Aegir this evening,” he told her. “We don’t have such beaches in Pern Coen.” 

“Oh?” A light came into her eyes and she glanced over her shoulder before looking back at him. “The bay is beautiful, especially in the evening. If… I might make a suggestion?” 

“Of course.”

“A few blocks away from the fish market, near the Syreni Inn, there’s a wonderful stretch of private beach.” 

“Then perhaps that’s where I will venture to tonight.”

“Are you planning on anyone joining you?” she asked, her tone uncertain. 

He paused, noticing the way she worried her lower lip. 

“No,” he slowly answered, drawing out the word. “But, if I were to stumble across anyone while I was there, I’m sure I would enjoy the company.” 

“I see.” She fidgeted with one of her golden bracelets. “It is one of my favorite stretches of beach.” 

His breath hitched as he tried to discern if she truly was trying to hint at something with her words or if his imagination was simply running wild. What can it hurt though? he thought, clearing his throat.

“Perhaps I’ll see you there some time,” he said. 

She looked over her shoulder again, her brow wrinkling before she turned back to him and schooled her expression. “I like to go after dinner, an hour before sunset. It’s a beautiful thing to see on the water.” 

“Then I suppose I’ll have to try and see it for myself.” 

She licked her lips, smiling as she looked back down at the carving of the sparrow. “You wouldn’t want to miss it.” 

His heart lurched at the subtle hint that he was growing more and more certain she was suggesting. He went to reply, but the yell of one of her guards cut their conversation short and she quickly backed away. 

“I have to go,” she said, her smile fading.

“Of course. It was wonderful to see you again, Your Grace. I will be certain to catch the sunset this evening.” 

Her smile returned and she hurried back over to her guards and her companion. His heartbeat thumped loudly in his ears as he watched them go, disappearing back into the crowd. He had intended to go for a swim regardless and if he happened upon the beautiful Faustina while he was there, he certainly wouldn’t run away from the chance to see her again. 

“Are you truly so incapable of staying out of trouble?” Murchadh said, glowering at Idris as he walked over and shoved another box of furs onto the table. 

Idris stiffened, refusing to shrink under the older man’s disapproving gaze. “I was just having a conversation with a lady. I didn’t know that was a crime.” 

“In Pern Coen, no. In Kelnore, possibly. Especially when the lady in question is a member of the Imperial House. And a princess no less.” 

“She isn’t a princess, she’s a duchess.” 

“She’s both,” Murchadh said, narrowing his eyes at Idris. “That’s Emperor Girogos’ niece you’ve been throwing yourself at. Do you think His Imperial Majesty is going to be pleased to hear that she’s been running around with some man from the far north?” 

Idris shrugged the other man off, busying himself with unloading the furs from the box and spreading them out on the table. 

“I’m not an idiot,” he mumbled. 

“Then don’t act like one,” Murchadh said, shooting him a pointed look. 

Idris ignored him. He was aware of Kelnore’s strict laws but he hardly saw how happening to run into Faustina in a public place could constitute as some sort of unforgivable crime. Besides, he thought, grabbing up a few sleek otter furs. I might not even see her there. Cadoc and Murchadh could complain all they wished. He was going for a swim. 








  
  

Chapter 7

One Life





This is easily the most foolish thing that I have ever done, Faustina thought as she stood along the empty beach, listening to the crashing of the waves. Her chest was tight and she felt as if she were gulping down her breath as she waited in front of the gentle, sloping dunes of Speculo beach. She had dressed in her plainest gown, a light blue sleeveless dress with a gold cord wrapped around her middle and Cassia had helped her pull her hair back into a simple braid. 

At Cassia’s recommendation, Faustina had forgone both her jewelry and her cosmetics. Though she felt almost naked without them, she knew the last thing she needed to do was draw attention to herself. The stretch of beach she stood on was usually deserted, the dunes and sea grass tucking it away from the street nearby, but running into the odd merchant or commoner was still a possibility. 

She fidgeted with her leather sandals, having made the decision to pull them off and carry them on her trek across the sand. The sun was beginning its descent in the sky, casting its pink and orange rays across the water. The waves were calm, smoothly lapping the long stretch of empty shoreline. Worrying her lower lip, she glanced back at the dunes behind her. 

Cassia was hidden away there, along with her lover, Elias. He had helped the two of them sneak out of the palace and would make certain that they remained safe. Turning back to the empty beach, Faustina took a few deep breaths and attempted to calm her quivering stomach. Her risk had been a foolish one. She had no guarantee that Idris would even show. 

She had just begun to give up hope and slink back to the palace with shame when she saw him. Her pulse quickened as she watched him stride toward her, carrying his boots and a dark grey blanket slung over his shoulder. When he drew closer, he held her gaze and she could feel an all too familiar heat creep up the back of her neck. The way he looked at her was far different from any of the countless noblemen she had encountered over the years and it was nothing like Haris’ unnerving glances. Idris looked as if he saw her, not just her duchy and her title. 

“The sunset is lovely,” he said upon reaching her. 

“The water is usually quiet here as well,” she said, gesturing to the small waves. “Good for swimming.” 

He gave her a grin, one that made her chest flutter. “Excellent.” 

She could feel herself flushing, his genuine, care-free manner not at all what she was used to. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to partake in that particular activity on your own.” 

“A walk first then?” he said with a shrug. 

She nodded, falling in step with him as they began to wander down the beach. He kept his hands clasped behind his back, but she didn’t miss how closely he walked to her, their shoulders occasionally brushing. Even those feather light touches flooded her with warmth and she was happy to allow such familiarity. Who knew if she would ever get such a chance with such a man again? 

“What is it like?” she asked. “The north?” 

“Cold,” he wryly answered, his perpetual smile on full display. “Not nearly as large and crowded. Not on Pern Coen, at least.” 

“Are you a tradesman in your country?” 

“No, actually.” He paused, pressing his lips together for a moment before continuing. “I’m the son of the Ri.” 

She tilted her head, looking at him in confusion as she puzzled over the foreign word. 

“A… king, I guess you would call it,” he told her. “The Ris lead our clans and oversee our people.” 

A flicker of hope rose within her. True, he was from the north, but if he was nobility in his own right, how could Girogos make too much complaint over her spending time in his presence. He wasn’t common, not in his country, at least. 

“You are a prince then?” she asked. 

He let out a light chuckle, rubbing the back of his neck. “I suppose being that my mother is Ri, you could say that. Though it isn’t exactly the same in my world.” 

She blinked rapidly, angling her head toward him, certain that she must have misheard him. 

“You mother is king over your people?” she said, arching a brow. 

“She is the clan leader, yes.” 

“That is… unexpected.” She chewed the inside of her cheek, struggling to fathom such an idea. “Did she take your father’s place after he passed?” 

“No,” he replied, wrinkling his brow. “My father is very much alive. My mother is the one who was chosen to lead our clan.” 

“And your father lets her?” 

She blurted out the words without thought, immediately covering her mouth as she stumbled to a stop, her face heating. 

“Forgive me,” she mumbled. “That was rude of me.” 

He cocked his head, a hint of amusement in his eyes as he stared down at her. “I take it such a thing is not common here?” 

“No.” She shook her head, clearing her throat. “No, for a woman to be in such a place of power… the noblemen would consider it an outrage.” 

“And what do you consider it?” His voice was soft, the hint of a smile on his face again. 

“I suppose I’ve never given it much thought. I never dared dream to even imagine such a thing.” 

“You are a duchess, yes?” he asked, starting to walk again. 

She nodded, hurrying to catch up with him. 

He angled his head toward her again, his green eyes glinting with the slight spark of humor she was starting to attribute to him. “Are you not involved with the running of your duchy?” 

She let out a sigh, dropping her chin. “No. There is a steward who manages such things now and when I…” 

She trailed off, her throat tightening at the thought of Haris. If he knew what she was doing in this very moment, he would be furious. She glanced at Idris, certain that he was mere moments from demanding her to continue, but instead, he seemed content to wait her out. 

“When I marry,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Control of the duchy will go to my husband.” 

“You are betrothed?” He stiffened, his jaw tightening. 

“Yes,” she answered, unable to keep her voice from breaking. 

He was silent for a long moment and she rubbed her bare arms as a slight breeze drifted off the water.

“I don’t mean to be bold in my observation,” he finally said, “but you don’t sound particularly happy about it.”

“I’m not.” She let out a shaky breath before swallowing hard. 

He came to an abrupt stop, frowning down at her. “Then may I ask why you are marrying this man?” 

She was unable to meet his gaze, wrapping her arms tightly around her middle. “My uncle has spoken and he is the Imperial Regent. I am a princess. My marriage is not for me to decide.” 

“And that’s… legal?” His brow was furrowed and his jaw tight. 

“In Kelnore, yes.” She shrugged one shoulder before she started walking again. 

He easily caught up with her and she risked a glance at him, noticing that his expression had softened. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

The words startled her, leaving her with an ache in her chest. She barely knew him and yet he had shown her more compassion than even her own brother. 

“It is the way of things,” she replied, blinking back the tears that stung her eyes. 

“But that doesn’t make it right.” 

Her throat thickened and she kept her focus on the open beach in front of them. “You’re very kind.” 

He gently grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her to a stop. “I only speak the truth.” 

The compassion in his eyes was impossible to ignore and she found herself lost in them as she stared up at him. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

The smile he gave her was soft and warm and his touch sent tingles of awareness up her bare arms. He didn’t have the smooth hands of a gentleman, instead his were rough and calloused, the sign of a man who knew hard work and didn’t shy away from it. He was everything she shouldn’t want; a northerner, a laborer, and a man who would be deemed savage and common in her uncle’s eyes, but the honesty and empathy he offered her was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. He leaned closer to her and brushed back a few wayward strands of her hair. Her gaze flitted to his lips and for one wild moment, she wondered if he was going to kiss her, but instead he stepped back and cleared his throat, clasping his hands behind his back. 

“Do you swim, princess?” he asked, his alluring grin back once more. 

She frowned. “Not since I was a child.” 

“That, is a tragedy,” he said, gesturing to the ocean. “Especially with beaches as fine as this one.” 

“I’m a lady; a princess. It wouldn’t be appropriate.” 

“Do you always do what’s appropriate?” 

He raised a brow and she felt the infernal blush return to her cheeks. She wished that she could say yes, but the sheer fact that she was alone with him begged to differ. 

“Most of the time,” she answered. 

“Well, I propose this not being one of those times.” 

Before she could utter a response, he had pulled off his shirt and tossed it down onto the sand with his boots. She was speechless as she watched him walk off toward the water, unable to take her gaze off of his bare chest and back. He was nothing like a nobleman, his toned body resembling that of a solider instead of a man of leisure. She swallowed hard as he stepped into the waves and turned back to face her. 

“Are you coming?” he called. 

“I- I can’t.” 

“You only get one life, princess,” he said, holding her gaze. “Best to make the most of it while you can.” 

He gave her a wink that made her chest flutter before he dove into the ocean. For a moment, she was frozen where she stood, listening to the gulls and watching Idris cut his way through the water. From the time she had turned thirteen, she had been nothing but proper and appropriate. The dutiful princess waiting around to learn what man she would marry while stifling under the expectations of others. And where had it gotten her? Was it so wrong to want such freedom? To want to enjoy her life instead of perform a duty that felt as if it would crush her very soul. 

She took a deep breath, tossing aside her sandals before making her way toward the shore. The first wave of water that brushed over her feet brought with it a rush of euphoria and a spark of courage. She grew bolder, wading into the water as the fabric of her dress began to cling to her skin. She had almost forgotten the feel of the ocean and the sheer joy that swimming in the wide expanse of it brought her.  

Idris swam over, treading water so close to her that he caused her breath to catch. “There’s a smile.” 

Her cheeks hurt from grinning so broadly and he coaxed her out deeper into the water with him. She was the most at ease that she had been in years. There were no expectations, no strict rules. Only laughter and the company of a man who seemed to care more about happiness than propriety. They swam among the waves while the sun continued to set and she marveled at the proficiency and athleticism that Idris showed in the water. 

All too soon, she could feel herself tiring as her body protested the exertion. They returned to the shore, both of them dripping wet as they stepped back onto the dry sand. The cold air made her shiver and she rubbed her arms, attempting to cover her chest now that her gown stuck to her like a second skin. She didn’t relish the long walk back to the palace. 

“Here,” Idris said, handing her the blanket he had brought with him. 

She hesitated for a moment before taking it, murmuring her thanks. When their fingers brushed against one another, she drew in a sharp breath. There was something about him, something more than just his undeniable good looks that drew her to him. She wrapped the blanket around herself before making a vain attempt to wring out her wet hair. Biting her lip, she looked back at the water, noticing that the sun had almost set. 

“I have to go,” she said. “I… thank you, for tonight. And for the blanket.” 

She went to give it back to him but he shook his head. “Keep it. I have more where that came from.” 

“I’ll return it to you. Will you be at the market tomorrow?” 

“I’ll be there all week.” 

“The same place?”

“The same place.” 

The setting sun cast shadows across his face and the thought of returning to the palace and all that awaited her there made her chest tighten. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from his lips and the longer she stared at him, the more she wondered if she would spend the rest of her life wondering what his kiss would feel like. 

She’d never been the impulsive sort, not since she’d met him, but her dip in the ocean seemed to have brought out a side of her that she thought she had long buried. Before she could second guess it, she closed the space between them and pressed her lips to his. For a moment, he stiffened, but then he returned her kiss with a gentleness that made her heart ache. Before she lost her head, she made herself pull away; their kiss brief but achingly sweet. He looked down at her in confusion, his eyes wide as she stepped back. 

“As you said,” she told him, holding his gaze. “You only get one life. Thank you, Idris.” 

She turned and dashed back up the beach before she made a further fool of herself. He called her name, but she didn’t dare look back. She needed to find Cassia and Elias and then get back to the palace before someone noticed them missing. The scent of him, wood smoke and mint, was strong on the blanket that engulfed her and she knew that she would spend the rest of her life remembering tonight. She only wished that there could be more between them than just stolen moments. 








  
  

Chapter 8

Gilded Cage





It had been another long, hot day at the market but Idris found he hardly cared about the discomfort. For the past three days, the market had provided the opportunity to steal time with Faustina. She had visited regularly since their encounter on the beach. Cadoc and Murchadh were less than thrilled by her continual presence, but Idris and Faustina had been careful to not present anything untoward to one another and the two older men could hardly argue with the wants of a Kelnorian princess. Though Idris hadn’t had the chance to kiss her since the night on the beach, the memory of that particular encounter was emblazoned in his thoughts and if he were honest, if he got the opportunity to kiss Faustina again, he would take it. 

Storm clouds were building on the horizon as he scanned the crowded street for any sign of her. It was late afternoon and he’d yet to see her today, though from their previous conversations he got the impression that it wasn’t always easy for her to get away from the palace. Cadoc and Murchadh had left him to man the stall alone for the afternoon while they met with a few traders down at the docks and Idris had relished their absence. If he did manage to see Faustina today, he wouldn’t have to deal with their constant disdain and reminders that he needed to stay out of trouble. As if I’m incapable of being discreet, he thought, re-arranging a few furs in the hopes that they would catch the attention of any passersby. 

He wasn’t completely unaware of the strict laws surrounding the nobility and in particular women in Kelnore, but there was something about Faustina that made him willing to risk it. She was beautiful, yes, but it was more than that. Underneath the veneer of a proper princess, there was another woman entirely. An intelligent, light-hearted one who was full of laughter and smiles that left him breathless. Being able to coax that side of her out of hiding made him long for the ability to whisk her away from her gilded prison. If she were given the chance to live in a world where she was able to be more than an object for powerful men, he had no doubt that she would blossom. 

As if conjured up by his thoughts, he spied her threading her way through the crowd and making her way toward him. Her usual companions, a fellow noblewoman named Cassia and a guard named Elias, were at her side, as always. When they got within a few feet of the stall, Faustina’s two companions wandered off farther down the street and Idris couldn’t help but grin as Faustina closed the distance between them. 

“Alone today?” she asked when she reached him, raising her brows. 

“I know. Can you believe that they entrusted everything to me for a whole afternoon?” 

She laughed, warmth filling him as he took in the brightness in her eyes. A rumble of thunder in the distance caused both of them to glance up at the sky, the clouds growing even darker as a cool breeze pushed its way through the market. Faustina bit her lip, looking in the direction her friends had gone, but there was no sign of them. 

“Might be drier under here,” Idris said, gesturing for her to join him as another loud rumble of thunder filled the air. 

She hesitated for only a moment before she came around the side of the stall and slipped under the canvas canopy. 

“Have you sold much today?” she asked, walking over and perusing the wood and antler carvings that always seemed to catch her eye. 

“Not this afternoon,” he answered, “but business this morning was good.” 

A particularly large flash of lightning made them both jump, a boom of thunder following it. Heavy rain began almost out of nowhere, the wind blowing it so hard that the tables at the front of the stall began to get wet. Idris was unable to bite back a soft curse, hurrying over to gather the goods before they were damaged. Faustina helped and between the two of them, they were able to pull the mixture of furs and carvings back behind a tall stack of crates to wait out the storm. The venture left both of them wet and the thunder continued to rumble while the rain poured even harder. 

Idris grabbed a clean cloth and wiped off his face and arms before passing it to Faustina to do the same. The storm outside railed, but they were safely tucked away behind the crates, out of view of the rest of the world. It felt oddly intimate and Idris found that he couldn’t take his gaze off of her. She caught him looking and a faint blush tinged her cheeks. Setting down the now wet cloth, she turned her attention to the pile of wood carvings they had rescued from the storm, picking up the small sparrow that always seems to draw her attention. 

“I hope these weren’t ruined,” she said. 

“No.” He shook his head. “They’ll be fine.” 

She nodded, running her fingers along one of the wooden bird’s wings. There was a sadness in her eyes and her expression had fallen. His chest tightened as he looked at her, his thoughts drifting back to the conversations they’d had over the past few days. She hid it well, but it didn’t take much to read between the lines and see her unhappiness. Too often she reminded him of a bird that had been trapped in its cage and accepted its fate instead of desiring to soar free again. 

She went to set the carving down but he covered her hand with his and stopped her, wrapping her fingers around the bird. “Keep it.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked, glancing from the carving to him. “I can pay—”

“It’s a gift,” he told her, closing the distance between them and giving her a half-smile. “Something to remember me by.” 

She slightly arched one brow. “You think you’ll be so easily forgotten?” 

He knew he was tempting fate when he ran a hand down the side of her face and let it trail down her neck, but he found that he didn’t care. Why deny themselves such a moment when it felt so right? 

“Will I?” he asked, gently taking the carving from her and setting it aside. 

“Hardly,” she whispered. 

He angled his head down, the pounding of his heart almost as loud as the rain beating down on the canopy overtop them. When he first kissed her, she held perfectly still, but soon she pressed closer to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. This kiss was nothing like the one they had shared on the beach, it was longer and far more heated, almost as if she too knew just how short their time together truly was. They were both breathless when they eased apart and he rested his forehead against hers, trying to calm his racing pulse. 

“I don’t want to marry him,” she softly said, her voice strained. 

She briefly closed her eyes and his stomach clenched as he took in her pained expression. 

“Then don’t,” he told her. 

 “It’s not that simple.” 

She pulled back, shaking her head and though she blinked rapidly, a few tears still escaped. His heart ached for her and he pulled her back into his arms. She melted into his embrace, burying her face in his chest as she let out a ragged sob. For a few moments he just held her, letting her cry and listening to the rain let up as the rolls of thunder became more distant. 

“Have you told anyone that you don’t want to marry him?” he asked when her tears finally ceased. 

She let out a heavy sigh, her shoulders slumping. “My uncle’s word is law. If he has decreed that I marry Haris, then it will be so.”

Silence fell between them for a brief moment, Idris’ thoughts racing, but even when he eventually allowed his next words to slip out, his chest was tight. There was danger to the thought that had come to him, for both of them. 

“What if you left?” he asked. 

“Left?” she echoed, pulling back just enough to look up at him with a frown. 

“If you stay in Kelnore, you will have no choice but to marry this man, yes?” 

“Yes, but…” She hesitated, shaking her head. “I don’t have anywhere else to go. My life, my family… everything is here.” 

“What if you came to Pern Coen?” His mouth was dry and his pulse sped up again, but he held her gaze. 

Her eyes widened and for a moment, she said nothing. His stomach tightened and he silently cursed himself for having thrown such a thought out far too soon. Kelnore was all she knew. To suggest that she run away with him, even with the spark between them, had been undoubtedly foolish. 

She tilted her head, her brow wrinkling slightly. “Is it really as you say it is? A place where women are allowed to live their own lives? Make their own choices?” 

“It is. You could make your own life there. Whatever you wanted it to be.” 

She pressed her lips together, swallowing hard and dropping her chin. “I-I don’t know, I…” 

He placed a hand on her shoulder, using his other to tip her chin up. “Think on it. There’s time yet to decide.” 

Letting out a shaky breath, she gave him a slight nod before he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her cheek. The rain outside had stopped, but as he took her hands in his, he heard a man shouting her name. 

She winced, looking over her shoulder. “That’s Elias and Cassia. I have to go.” 

“Don’t forget this.” He handed her the sparrow carving. 

She took it from him, flashing him a soft smile. 

“I’ll be back the day after tomorrow,” she said before she hurriedly slipped out of the stall. 

There was an emptiness inside him when she left and he released a long, low breath. Gathering up the handful of wares they had saved from the rain, he took them back up to the front of the stall. Using the damp cloth from earlier, he dried the wet tables before re-arranging the wares. The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur and he was happy to let Cadoc and Murchadh take over when they returned. His thoughts were with Faustina and what life could look like if she did decide that she was brave enough to leave her cage. 








  
  

Chapter 9

A Different Life





Idris’ kisses were destined to ruin her. Faustina bit her lip and tried to ignore her pounding heart as Laelia hurriedly pinned her hair. She had spent the afternoon down at the market, as she had done countless times for the past week and a half now. Today, Cassia had not gone with her, the other woman tied up in political affairs with Avitus, but even without the aid of her friend, Faustina had managed a few stolen hours with Idris. 

He had been able to get away from his work and they had slipped off to another private beach. She had gone swimming with him again, something that had become one of her new favorite activities, and though it had been brazen and highly inappropriate of her, she had spent almost as much time kissing him as she had talking to him. 

The feelings he stirred up in her were like nothing she had ever known and the more time she spent with him, the more she found herself wanting to never be parted from him. Never before had a man listened to her thoughts or been so willing to answer her questions. Nor had she ever been with a man who brought up a passion inside of her that made her seriously consider throwing away her duties to the empire in exchange for a different life. 

Unfortunately, however, she had allowed herself to become so enraptured with Idris and his alluring tales of his island home, that she had lost track of the afternoon. By the time she had returned to the palace, there was no way to avoid being late for the night’s formal feast; the first of three that were to be held in honor of her engagement to Haris. With a little help from Cassia, a lie had been spread that Faustina had been feeling ill, but she knew Myrrhine, Girogos and Haris would still be displeased. 

Laelia finished with Faustina’s hair and Elpis helped her into her slippers and jewelry. Two palace guards had been sent to escort her to the banquet hall and Faustina joined them outside of her chambers. The stone-faced men did little to ease the churning in her stomach as they walked. When they reached the banquet hall, her palms were sweaty and her throat tight. The hall was full and the night’s festivities were well underway. She spied Girogos and Myrrhine already seated, watching the spectacle of dancers that were performing before the start of the meal. Before Faustina could even begin to scan the room for Haris, Stelios appeared from among the crowd, making his way toward her, his expression grim. 

“Where have you been?” Stelios hissed, taking her arm and escorting her across the room to where the dancers performed. “Uncle is furious and Haris is none too happy either.” 

“I wasn’t feeling well,” she replied, hoping that the excuse would be enough. 

He gave her a sidelong glance, frowning. “You have insulted not only Uncle, but your betrothed as well. They aren’t happy, Faustina.” 

She gritted her teeth, struggling to maintain the demure expression that was required of her. 

“Your actions reflect on them,” Stelios quietly continued. “Such carelessness is not going to be a good way to begin your marriage.” 

With effort, she managed to stay quiet in light of his unfair criticism.  A week ago, she would have accepted such talk, believed it even, but time with Idris was altering her views. They reached the rest of the Imperial family, seated before the night’s entertainment, and Stelios saw her to her seat at Haris’ side. 

She settled in her chair, but she couldn’t focus on the blur of color and bodies before her. Perhaps there was some danger from men like Idris with radical ideas, for all she could think of was the injustice directed at her by the men she supposedly owed her obedience and allegiance to. If Haris were to take a mistress, it would be considered his right to do so as a man of the empire, but if she dared to be late for a banquet, she had somehow committed a social atrocity that would forever mar her reputation. 

Haris glanced at her, but she refused to look at him, lifting her chin and focusing on the dancers instead. He rested a hand on her shoulder and the tightness of his grip made her wince as he forced her to look at him. His expression was neutral, but there was a hardness in his eyes that made her chest tighten. 

“A private word,” he murmured, dropping his voice as he leaned close to her. 

She stiffened, looking back to the men and women twirling and tumbling before them. “I’m enjoying the performance.” 

“Now.” 

His hold on her tightened and she swallowed hard before giving him a curt not. Getting to his feet, he offered her his hand. She took it, letting him pull her up before she took his arm. They departed the room, the perfect picture of a powerful nobleman and his obedient soon-to-be bride, but inside her pulse raced and anger filled her over what little say she had in her own life. Haris took them out into the hallway, the noise of the continuing banquet muffled by the closed doors. She went to step away from him, but he latched onto her arm, holding her in place. 

“Why were you late?” he demanded, his brow furrowed. 

“I wasn’t feeling well,” she answered, averting her gaze. 

“That is not an excuse.” 

“I appeared tonight, did I not? It isn’t as if I abandoned you—”

He slapped her hard across the face, the noise ringing out along the empty hallway. Her cheek stung and she could feel her eyes water, but she refused to give into her tears. Not in front of him. 

“I will not have a wife with such a wicked tongue,” he said, his nostrils flaring. “Nor will I have one who seeks to make an embarrassment of me. Is that understood?” 

Uncomfortable silence passed between them, Faustina feeling as if she could barely breathe. A heavy weight settled over her along with a realization that this would be her life in a matter of weeks. In the eyes of the law, Haris would be allowed to exercise whatever control he wished over her and she would be expected to accept it without complaint. 

“Is that understood?” he repeated, his tone cold and each word clipped as he grabbed her arm and yanked her to him. 

“Yes,” she mumbled, dropping her chin and fighting the lump in her throat. 

“And don’t think that I’m not keeping a close eye on the company you keep,” he said, holding her firmly in place. “If what is said of your friend Cassia is true and she is as loose with her affections as she is rumored to be, I will not have my wife keeping company with such a woman.” 

Faustina didn’t dare respond, sending up a prayer to the gods that for Cassia’s sake, her friend’s indiscretions would remain a secret. Haris pulled Faustina back into the banquet hall and they resumed their seats just as the dancers finished their act, but there was a dull ache in her chest. When they sat down at the lavish feast that had been prepared, she hardly had an appetite, not when she had to endure Haris’ overbearing presence and could still feel the sting of his strike. 

Her heart and thoughts were not with the banquet, they were with Idris and as the night dragged on, his offer continually flitted through her thoughts. Never before had she even considered leaving her family and her home, but as her wedding loomed closer, she found herself longing for the world Idris spoke of. A world where she could be free. 








  
  

Chapter 10

To Be Free





Idris hadn’t seen Faustina in almost three days and he had begun to worry about her. His time in Kelnore was coming to a close and in recent days, all he could think about was getting her away from her invisible prison. He’d lain awake for hours, wondering what a life with her in Pern Coen would be like. 

Weeks ago, he would have never imagined that he would be so eager to get home, but behind the empire’s glamorous exterior lurked a sinisterness that had become increasingly apparent. This was a world for men with wealth and power. Women, foreigners, the poor, the infirmed, or anyone deemed less than in the eyes of the Kelnorian noblemen had no place. Pern Coen was far from perfect, but nowhere on the island had Idris ever seen such deep prejudice and depravity. 

His chest ached as he continued to pack the days’ unsold items into crates, thinking on all that Faustina had to endure. Evening was falling over the market and all around them vendors were packing up for the day. He was tempted to go to the Palace to enquire after Faustina instead of returning to the inn with Murchadh and Cadoc, but he knew all too well that the guards would take one look at him and send him away. 

“One week,” Murchadh said with a satisfied sigh as he stacked a crate. “Then we’ll be on our way home again.” 

Idris didn’t quite share the other man’s excitement, his shoulders slumping as he put away the few remaining furs. He hated the thought of returning and leaving Faustina in such a wretched place. Her spirit would die in Kelnore and she was far too beautiful, brave, and kind of a soul for that to be her fate. 

Carrying his packed crate over to where Murchadh was working, Idris stacked it with the others, but he paused as his gaze flitted to the nearby dark alley. When he caught sight of the shadowy figure lurking there, his breath caught. Faustina was barely visible and her two usual companions weren’t with her. Their gazes locked and she made a subtle motion for him to join her. Idris glanced over at Cadoc and Murchadh. 

“I’ll be right back,” he told the other men. 

Cadoc and Murchadh both frowned. 

“Just where are you going?” Murchadh asked, crossing his arms. 

“I won’t be long,” Idris replied, already walking to the back of the stall. 

“Idris!” Cadoc called, his tone stern. 

Idris paused, his stomach churning as he angled himself toward the other man while he silently pled for Faustina to wait for him. “What?” 

“It’s time to end this,” Cadoc said, his expression softening. “We go home in a week. Her life is here. Yours isn’t.” 

Idris stiffened, ignoring the other man’s words and striding out of the stall. Faustina’s home might be in Kelnore, but it didn’t have to stay that way. She deserved more than that. To Idris’ relief, Faustina had remained in the alleyway, though her posture was rigid and she continually looked over her shoulder. 

As soon as he reached her, he took her hands in his, searching her face. “I’ve been worried about you.” 

She winced at his touch, not meeting his gaze. “It’s been… difficult to get away.” 

He glanced down at their joined hands only to see bruising on her right wrist. His stomach turned and his chest tightened at the sight of the marred skin. 

“What happened here?” he asked. 

“Nothing.” She pulled her hands away, hiding them behind her back. 

“Faustina…” He rested a hand on her shoulder, his throat tight as he gently tipped her chin up. “What happened?”

She let out a shuddering breath, her eyes glassy. “Haris and I had a disagreement, that’s all.” 

Anger burned in his belly at the name of her betrothed. There was no excuse for such behavior. 

“And that is how he handles a disagreement?” He ran a hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Does your uncle know? Or your brother?” 

She half shrugged one shoulder. “Stelios finds it… unfortunate, but Haris insists that it was deserved.” 

“Unfortunate?” He scoffed. “In Pern Coen that would be a crime.” 

“The laws are not like that here.” 

She hugged her arms around herself, her chest crumpling. Bile rose in his throat at the thought of the bastard who had harmed her walking freely; even worse, still being allowed to marry her. There were laws against such abuses in Pern Coen, laws that protected the victims, both men and women, and his mother in particular took such acts seriously. A few tears trailed down Faustina’s cheeks and his heart broke for her. He pulled her into his arms, holding her close. 

“Come with me to Pern Coen,” he said, rubbing her back. “You’ll be safe there.” 

“My uncle is a powerful man.” 

“And my mother is a powerful woman.” He stepped back from her, holding her gaze. “We would protect you.” 

“Idris…” Her voice broke and she furiously wiped at her tears. 

“You deserve more than this.” He cradled her face in his hands, willing her to believe him. “I’m not going to force you, but if you tell me that you want out of here, I will do everything in my power to make that happen.” 

She kissed him and he poured all of the love, passion, and hope her had for her, for them, into it. Girogos and his soldiers were a formidable force, but surely, he could sneak her away. At some point, Girogos would give up looking for her, especially with how little value women had in Kelnore. 

When they eased apart, she traced the line of his jaw. “You are a good man, Idris of Seabhac.” 

He covered her hand with his and she stilled. Her words had sounded too much like goodbye. He hadn’t known her for long, but the feelings he had developed for her went far beyond mere infatuation. He would build a life with her if he could and would gladly spend the rest of his years supporting her in whatever way possible. 

“I love you,” he told her, bringing her hand to his lips and kissing the inside of her wrist. “You deserve to be free, Faustina.” 

Her eyes glistened. “There will never be another man who captures my heart the way that you do.” 

They kissed again and he worked a hand into her hair, wishing that he could give her so much more than stolen kisses in a back alley. They were breathless by the time they broke apart, but he was reluctant to let her go. 

She glanced up at the sky, her expression falling as she let out a sigh. “I must get back to the palace.” 

“Will I see you again?” 

She worried her lower lip. “I hope so.” 

“I’m to depart for home a week from today. I’m staying at the Aureus Ficus Inn. Tell them you need to speak with the Pernish men. They’ll know where to send you.” 

She stepped away, her expression pained as she mumbled an acknowledgement before turning and taking off down the alleyway. He stayed where he was, his heart breaking as he watched her disappear from view. There was a future that he longed to give her and he prayed to the Spirits that she would be brave enough to take it. 








  
  

Chapter 11

Broken Spirit





Tradition dictated that for the three days leading up to a wedding of a member of the Imperial House, the emperor hosted a formal event each night. Faustina had been groomed and polished to perfection for the first evening’s feast, her rose colored sheer gown perfectly fitted and her diamond and pearl tiara carefully secured on top of her pinned hair. As she strolled through the banquet hall on Haris’ arm, she smiled and nodded at all the right moments, but her thoughts were with Idris. 

She couldn’t stop thinking about his offer, not even when she was surrounded by her family and countless members of the nobility while the man she was to marry showed her off like his most prized possession. Her stomach was in knots and she wasn’t certain what prospect terrified her more: the thought of a life as Haris’ wife or running away from the only place she had ever known. 

“Smile before you offend someone,” Haris hissed in her ear. 

She stiffened, but did as she was told, though she took some satisfaction in knowing that no matter how much he threatened and cajoled, her smile tonight would inevitably be forced. Being stuck at his side, surrounded by people who could care less about her happiness and well-being, was the last place that she wanted to be. Not even the jugglers and wild cat tamers that Girogos had brought in to entertain their guests before the meal could distract her from her discontent. As the spectacle continued before her she did find herself feeling an odd empathy for the sleek black panthers who were paraded around and baited in front of the crowd. Like them, she was forced to perform while her soul and spirit broke. 

When they sat down at the long table to partake in the evening’s meal, her mood hardly improved. Cassia and Avitus were in attendance, but her friend had been seated at the other end of the table. Faustina was forced to endure Haris, Girogos and Myrrhine all on her own. Stelios sat across from her, but even his sympathies had been limited of late. Girogos had skillfully convinced him that Faustina’s marriage to Haris was the best and safest choice for her future. And he is changing, she thought as she watched him shamelessly flirt with Duke Caelius of Lapis’ daughter, Liviana. Stelios was no longer a boy and Faustina feared that the rigors Girogos had put him through to mold and shape him into Kelnore’s next emperor had hardened him. 

Faustina tore her gaze away from her brother and picked at her food. There were no remarks on her lack of appetite. If anything, Myrrhine looked at her daughter with approval. Like most noblewomen, Myrrhine went to great lengths to make certain her figure pleased the men around her. As Faustina sat through the long five course meal, invisible and ignored, her thoughts strayed to Idris. If he were present, she knew that he would not expect her to be seen and not heard. Her weeks with him had changed something within her. No longer did she feel resigned to such a life, instead it made her feel sick inside. 

The noblemen called for an encore of the entertainment after the meal was over. As the panthers were dragged back out to once again perform in front of the crowd, Faustina’s stomach churned. She couldn’t take another moment in the banquet hall. 

“I’m not feeling well,” she said after Haris helped her up from the table. 

Haris frowned and Girogos fixed her with a scowl. 

“This is in honor of your engagement,” Girogos replied, his brow furrowed. “You will stay until the end.” 

She lifted her chin, trying to push aside the quiver in her stomach. “The meal is over. I don’t understand why—” 

“You are not owed an explanation.” Girogos’ nostrils flared and his raised voice drew the attention of a few nearby noblemen. 

Haris rested a hand on Faustina’s shoulder. To anyone watching the movement would have been seen as soothing, but she felt the tightness of his grip. “We wouldn’t want Her Highness to become ill before the day of the wedding. I’ll see her to her chambers. I’m sure she’ll be feeling better by tomorrow.” 

Girogos stared at Faustina coldly for a few long moments and Myrrhine pinched her lips. Finally, Girogos gave a curt nod. Haris offered Faustina his arm and she took it. His expression was unreadable as he escorted her out of the banquet hall, but she was skeptical of his intentions. He had shown her little over the past few weeks that made her trust him. As they walked the empty halls of the palace, he was silent and the closer they grew to her chambers, the more her trepidation grew.

They came to a stop outside of her door, but as one of the guards went to open it, Haris dismissed all four of them. Faustina’s stomach clenched and she reached for the door herself, but Haris grabbed her roughly by the wrist. 

“We are marrying in two days,” he said, his voice low and hard. “And I expect that by then, you will be over these theatrics.” 

She swallowed hard, her lower lip trembling. She wanted to defy him, but what choice did she have other than compliance? 

“I understand,” she mumbled. 

“Your step-father and brother have spoiled you.” Haris sneered. “Your brother most of all. But I will fix their mistakes. Tomorrow night, I will not stand for such an embarrassment.” 

He released his hold on her and she averted her gaze as she let herself inside her chambers. Her throat was thick and she blinked back tears. A life with Haris would be one of silent suffering. Laelia and Elpis appeared within moments, ushering Faustina into her bedchamber to help her undress for the night. 

Faustina sat in front of the vanity and the two women began to unpin her hair. Her chest ached and she kept dwelling on Idris’ offer, remembering his kisses and the feeling of being in his arms. She couldn’t go through with her marriage to Haris, not without speaking to Idris one last time. Elpis pulled out a night dress, but Faustina waved it away, getting to her feet. 

“Get me a pelisse,” she said. “The darkest one I have.” 

Elpis hesitated and Laelia pursed her lips. 

“Your Highness…” Elpis hesitated, shooting Laelia a sidelong glance. “I’m not so sure…” 

Faustina’s heart raced but she lifted her chin. She needed to see Idris. “That wasn’t a request.” 

Elpis was still wide eyed, but she hurried over to the wardrobe and Faustina turned her attention to Laelia. 

“Show me where the servants’ stairs are and tell me where they lead,” Faustina said. 

Laelia’s lips were pressed together into a grimace, but she took Faustina over to a small door on the far wall. “These will take you down to the women’s quarters.” 

“And there is a way outside from there?” Faustina asked. 

“Yes.” Laelia shifted her weight, her gaze darting to Elpis as the other woman returned with a dark grey pelisse. 

Faustina had Elpis help her into it while she re-pinned her half down hair and instructed Laelia to fetch her sturdiest shoes. She hoped that the pelisse would conceal her well enough from any prying eyes. Taking a deep breath, Faustina focused on her handmaidens. 

“You will speak of this to no one,” she told them. “I will be back before sunrise.” 

“Yes, Your Highness,” they murmured, bowing their heads. 

Faustina pulled the pelisse tightly around her before she opened the door to the servants’ stairs. She didn’t even want to think of what the consequences would be if she were caught, but she had to know Idris’ intentions. If he was honest in his feelings for her and his promise to get her away from the terrifying future before her, it would be worth the risk. 








  
  

Chapter 12

What A Man Can Give





The day in the alleyway when he had confessed his love was the last time that Idris had seen Faustina and an almost constant ache had settled in his chest as his time in Kelnore drew to a close. Soon, he would leave this place and begin the journey back to Pern Coen with Cadoc and Murchadh. He would become Ri and Faustina would become nothing more than a memory. 

He lay awake in bed with sleep evading him. No amount of trying to avoid thinking about his inevitable future as Ri had worked and the stifling heat, even in the darkness of night, left him uncomfortable. He let out a groan, rolling over and readjusting his pillow for what felt like the hundredth time when there came a knock at the door that led out into the hallway. Frowning, he sat up and threw his legs over the side of the bed, his muscles tense. It was late, almost midnight, and he could think of no good reason for anyone to be calling on him at this hour. 

Picking up his dagger from the bedside table, he made his way to the door, well aware of the prejudice and hatred that those in Kelnore held for those from the far north. His chest was tight until he opened it and saw Faustina on the other side. Her eyes were wide and she worried her lower lip as she anxiously glanced over her shoulder, but his heart swelled at the sight of her. 

“I need to speak with you,” she said when she looked back at him, her voice wavering. 

He stepped back and ushered her inside. The moment he closed the door behind her, she began to pace, the embroidered fabric of her pale pink gown swishing under her pelisse as she moved. Judging by her clothing and the paint on her face, she had come from some fine event, but as he lit a few candles, he could see beyond the beautiful mask that had been created. Her brow was furrowed and her movements jerky as she pulled the pelisse off, wringing it in her hands. The dull ache returned to his chest and he walked over, gently taking the pelisse from her and setting it aside. 

“What is it?” he asked, resting his hands on her shoulders. 

“I can’t…” She shook her head, taking a deep breath before looking up at him and holding his gaze. “Did you mean it when you said that I could have a future in Pern Coen? A future with you?” 

His breath caught. “I meant every word.” 

Her eyes grew glassy with unshed tears and he pulled her into his arms, cradling her against him. She shuddered, burying her head in his chest. 

“I can’t do it,” she choked out. “I can’t go through with it. I can’t marry him.” 

“You won’t have to,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head and rubbing her back. Resolve settled within him. One way or another, he would get her away from this wretched place.

She eased back from him, wiping at her tears. He cupped her face in his hands, brushing the tears away with his thumbs. 

“I mean that, Faustina,” he told her. “Whether your future is with me or if it lies elsewhere, I will help you get away from this place.” 

She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. As her lips claimed his, he found himself more and more lost in her. He loved her and he would do whatever was in his power to free her. She didn’t deserve to have her spirit and heart broken simply because the men around her were too arrogant and prideful to see beyond themselves. 

She deepened the kiss and a low moan escaped his lips as he worked a hand into her hair, pulling at the jeweled hair pins and freeing her dark tresses. She pressed closer to him, her hands trailing down his chest to grip the front of his shirt. Their kisses grew more heated and as her lips begged for more, his hands began to stray. He came to his senses just as he pushed down the shoulder of her gown. 

He pulled back, his breathing ragged. “I…I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 

She was breathing heavily as well, but as she slipped her hands around the back of his neck once more, a confident look came into her eyes, one he almost didn’t recognize. 

“Please,” she whispered, searching his gaze. “Let me have this at least once with a man that I love.” 

His blood heated all over again and he took in a sharp breath, his pulse racing. “Are you sure?” 

She didn’t waver. “Yes.” 

He captured her lips with his once again, trailing kisses down her neck as he freed the bare skin of her shoulder from her gown. Tonight, he would show her just how deep his love for her ran and in two days, he would free her from her gilded cage so she could soar. 


      [image: ]Faustina awoke to Idris holding her in his arms. She couldn’t hold back her smile as she gazed at him. The memories of their night together filled her with a deep sense of longing, even as they made her blush. Cassia had been right in saying that things were different when they were done between a man and a woman who were in love. There had been passion and there had been gentleness, all wrapped in a blanket of deep, abiding respect that made her love him all the more. She would run away with him and find the bravery to start over again in the far north. 

She watched him as he slept. His blond hair was a disheveled mess, but it was the muscles covering his bare chest that she couldn’t quite seem to tear her gaze away from. The sheets had fallen to his waist and she ran a hand through the patch of hair that began just below his throat. He stirred at her touch, a slow smile crossing his face as he opened his eyes. 

“Good morning,” he murmured, capturing her hand in his before kissing the inside of her wrist. 

A shiver of excitement passed through her and she pressed closer to him. She didn’t want to return to the palace and leave him or this bliss that they’d created. 

“Thank you,” she told him, skimming a hand across his bare shoulder before kissing the side of his neck. “For last night.” 

When she eased back from him, he cupped the side of her face, holding her gaze. “You don’t have to thank me for that. I love you.” 

“I love you,” she replied before he pressed a tender kiss to her lips. 

She had first uttered the words last night in the midst of their lovemaking. Girogos would never understand her devotion to Idris and neither would Stelios, but she no longer found herself desiring their approval or acceptance. She wanted a freedom, love, and a life that was her own; things that Idris could give her that Haris never could. 

Idris let out a heavy sigh, easing away from her. The early morning sun cast long shadows over the room and outside the open window, she could hear faint noises as the city began to stir. 

Sadness tinged his smile as he stroked the side of her face. “I want to keep you here, but we don’t leave this place until two mornings from now. We need to get you back to the palace.” 

Her stomach clenched as reality came crashing back in with his words. None of the nobility would be early risers after the previous nights’ festivities, not when most of them would have stayed up until the early hours of the morning, but the servants would and she had told Elpis and Laelia that she would be back before dawn. Idris threw back the sheets and rolled out of bed, Faustina hurriedly following suit, her stomach churning. 

“Could you leave Talekos early?” she asked him, picking her dress up off the floor as he pulled on a pair of pants. 

His brow wrinkled. “We could, but Cadoc and Murchadh won’t be inclined to do so. And if we did, people might ask why.” 

She fumbled with the back of her dress, her hands shaking and her voice wavering. “But what if…” 

He came up behind her and began hooking the buttons, his touch gentle and sure. 

“I will come for you,” he said. “I promise you that.” 

When he slipped the last button into place, she turned, her hands coming to rest on his chest while his fell to her waist. 

“When?” she asked, searching his face. 

“Tomorrow night. We’ll leave the city at dawn with no one the wiser. Just tell me where.” 

She bit her lip, trying to calm her pounding heart so that she could think. There would be another banquet the following night, which meant that the palace would be crowded and buzzing with activity. She had no doubt that Haris and Girogos would be watching her closely, but if she could get Cassia to help… 

“The Palace gardens, four hours after sunset,” she told him. “There will be another banquet. It would be the perfect time for me to get away. The gardens are secluded and few of the nobility venture out to them when there is entertainment and drink inside. There’s a fountain, one that displays the goddess Amare, that should be hidden enough, but there will be guards.” 

“Leave them to me.” He kissed her cheek before holding her close. “I’ll be there, Faustina. We’ll get you away from here.” 

Her throat thickened and she squeezed her eyes shut. As he held her, she tried to take in every bit of him that she could, committing it to memory. Their plan would be fraught with peril, but the promise of a future with him was too alluring to abandon at the first sign of danger. 

“I have to go,” she said, pulling back from him and glancing nervously out the window as the sun began to rise higher in the sky. 

“Let me go with you.” 

She shook her head. “It will arouse too much suspicion. I’ll be alright.” 

“You’re sure?” 

“I promise.” 

He studied her for a moment and she began to worry that the nerves that left her stomach quivering showed in her expression, but he finally nodded. Part of her longed to tell him to come with her, but it would be too challenging to sneak back into the palace with him there. It would be difficult enough on her own. 

“Tomorrow night,” he said. “I’ll be there. I swear it to you.” 

They shared one last kiss and she tamped down her fears that they would never share such intimacy again. He would come, she had to believe it. She threw on her pelisse and Idris saw her down to the tavern’s back exit. Thankfully, at such an early hour, few patrons were wandering about, but they were cautious all the same. There was worry in his eyes as they bid one another farewell, but she didn’t let herself dwell on it. If she wanted a future with him, she had to get back to the palace unseen. 








  
  

Chapter 13

The Emperor's Might





By the time Faustina reached the palace, she felt as if she was barely breathing. She had raced through the city as fast as she dared, praying to the gods that she wouldn’t be recognized by any of the common people. The peace she’d felt with Idris had vanished, but she still clung to her hope for a future that seemed so wonderful, she could scarcely believe it. 

The entrance to the women’s quarters of the servant’s wing was watched by only one guard, but Faustina still waited in the shadows. Her heart pounded as she tried to discern how she could slip by the soldier standing outside the door without the cover of darkness to aid her. The moments passed with agonizing slowness, but soon she caught sight of a large group of servant women heading toward the entrance. 

Faustina pulled out her jeweled hair pins, lest they give her away, and arranged her hair so that it partially covered her face. Taking a deep breath, she plunged into the fray, hoping she would go unnoticed. The women seemed distracted by one another, laughing and talking about the day ahead. Faustina held her breath as they passed by the guard, but he paid them little heed. Once inside, she peeled off from the group, her hands shaking. She only needed to get upstairs to her room, tend to her disheveled hair and soiled dress, and then slip back into her bed. 

Voices echoed from farther down the hallway and she dashed to the small wooden door that led to her chambers. Her heart thrummed in her ears as she raced up the dim staircase. She was so close to getting away from the nightmare that awaited her. She couldn’t afford to ruin that chance. 

When she reached the top of the staircase, she swallowed hard and shoved open the door. She gazed into her bedchamber and her stomach clenched. Four palace guards stood at the door that led into her sitting room. As they advanced toward her, she was tempted to run back down the stairs, but she knew that it would do little good. Girogos had far too many men at his command. She was seized by two of the guards and her stomach twisted into knots as the men marched her out of her room. 

“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded, lifting her chin even though her voice shook. “Where are you taking me?” 

One of the guards turned toward her as she was pulled out into the hallway, his expression grim. “His Majesty awaits you.” 

Her blood ran cold and tears pricked at her eyes. There would be no leniency from Girogos. She had been a fool to think that her stolen night with Idris would go unnoticed. The guards were silent as they forced her down to the throne room, her chest tightening with every step.

Upon their arrival, the double doors were thrown open and Faustina’s knees grew weak as she was hauled inside. Girogos awaited them, a scowl marring his face, along with Stelios and more palace guards. To Faustina’s relief, there was no sign of Haris, but she knew her uncle’s wrath would be harsh and swift, even with the absence of her betrothed. The guards marched her up to where Girogos sat on his throne. She sent Stelios a pleading look, but her brother looked away, his lips pressed into a thin line. 

“We found her sneaking back into her bedchamber, Your Majesty,” one of the guards holding her said. 

Girogos’ scowl deepened. “Where have you been?” 

Her throat was tight, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. She had done nothing wrong, even if Girogos refused to believe such. 

“I went out,” she answered. “To see the city.” 

“Like a thief in the night.” Girogos sneered. “Where were you?” 

“In the city.”

“What kind of idiot do you take me for?” Girogos slammed his hands down on the arms of his throne, his face reddening as he got to his feet. “Do you know what happened last night? One of your handmaidens went to the guards, concerned for your safety. She told them that you had snuck out and refused to say where you were going. Who is he?” 

She couldn’t hold his gaze, her chin trembling as she looked away. She would not betray Idris. He would not die because of her. 

“There is no one,” she replied. 

Girogos let out a growl of rage, striding down from his throne and slapping her hard across the face. Her head snapped to the side with the force of his strike and tears welled up in her eyes. She saw Stelios wince, but her brother did nothing. 

“I am not a fool!” Girogos roared. “How dare you ruin this! After everything that I have done to ensure your future. Do you think that a man like Haris wants a soiled wife?” 

“I do not love him,” she said, gritting her teeth. 

“Love?” Girogos scoffed. “You are not destined for love. You are destined for duty.” 

She lifted her chin, blinking against the tears that trailed down her face. “Haris is cruel—”

“Haris is to be your husband in two days!” Girogos cut her off, a vein in his neck throbbing. “And if you know what is good for you, you will not malign his character. You should count yourself lucky that I am willing to do my part to fix this instead of leaving you to your humiliating disgrace. The gods help us if you’ve been foolish enough to get yourself with child.” 

She thought back to the previous night and her stomach grew hard. She knew little of such things, but she did know that she would far rather carry Idris’ child than Haris’. And I will not regret what Idris and I shared, she thought. 

“You will not leave your chambers until the wedding,” Girogos said, pointing a finger at her. “You will attend the banquets, under guard, and I will find this man and see him executed for the crimes that he has committed against the Imperial House.” 

“There is no man,” she said, a painful lump in her throat. 

Girogos let out a bitter laugh. “Save your lies.” He turned to his guards. “See her to her chambers and see that she does not leave them.” 

Stelios’ continued silence as Faustina was forced back out of the room hurt as much as her uncle’s anger. Girogos had molded him into a man that she no longer recognized. She couldn’t stop the silent tears that streamed down her face as she was marched back to her quarters, but she held back the sobs that threatened to tear from her throat until she was alone in her bedchamber; guards posted outside of her room and at the top of the servants’ stairs. 

She curled up into a ball on her bed, burying her face in a pillow and letting the anguished cries come. She tried to cling to Idris’ promise, but she knew all too well the extent of Girogos’ wrath. Her uncle would do everything in his power to make Idris pay and she could not stand the death of the man she loved on her conscious. 

Her hope, her chance at happiness, had been cruelly ripped from her. She prayed to the gods for mercy as she cried, to let her see Idris one last time, and to spare him from death. That was the most she could hope for. No one could stand against the might of Kelnore, not even Idris. 








  
  

Chapter 14

Lost





Idris hadn’t told Cadoc and Murchadh that he planned on stealing Faustina away from the Imperial Palace. There was no way that either man would let him go through with it. Instead, he intended to surprise them at dawn. If Faustina were already with him, there would be less room for the other men to protest her presence. 

He wasn’t so foolish that he didn’t understand all of the ways the night could go wrong. Faustina was still a princess and he was going to steal her away in the night right under the Emperor’s nose. But what her uncle had done to her was wrong and Girogos showed no sign of seeing the error of his ways. 

Earlier in the day, Idris had managed to slip away from Cadoc and Murchadh to visit the palace. A bit of snooping and surveying had led him to discover that there was a bit of stone wall surrounding the gardens that was more scalable than the rest. Dressed in the darkest clothing that he had brought with him from home, along with his black cloak, he worked his way up the coarse stone. Sweat trickled down his back and his stomach was in knots, but he forced himself to focus on Faustina. When he reached the top of the wall, he let out a sigh of relief, thankful for the countless hours he’d spent climbing the tall trees and rocky mountainsides of Pern Coen as a boy. 

A celebration of some sort was taking place inside the palace, just as Faustina had said. The shadowy forms of a few hulking guards were visible near the various entrances to the palace, but their focus seemed to be on what was happening inside instead of what was taking place in the gardens. Idris scaled the wall on the opposite side, dropping to the ground as quietly as he could. 

He held his breath, his heart pounding, but when no commotion followed, he took off into the dark rows of plants, hedges and trees. Faustina had described the statue of the goddess to him, but he cursed the darkness as he searched for the fountain. The minutes felt like hours and when he finally found what he’d been searching for, he saw no sign of Faustina. Her absence made his chest tighten, but the night was still early yet. A few tall cypress trees nearby offered an ideal shelter from any prying eyes and he slipped behind one of them to wait. 

His pulse raced and he tried to calm his ragged breathing. Shoving a hand into his pocket he ran his thumb over the jeweled hairpin he’d hidden away. Faustina had forgotten it in his room after their late-night rendezvous and he had kept it with him ever since. They were so close to a lifetime of happiness and yet one mistake could spell disaster. 

He shook his head, telling himself not to focus on what could go wrong. Instead, he let his thoughts drift to their future. His parents would be surprised by Faustina’s arrival, there was no doubt of that, but they would grow to accept her. And when his mother heard the horrors of Faustina’s life in Kelnore, Idris was certain that Heledd would not hesitate to offer her protection. Faustina would be free and the two of them could carve out a life together on Pern Coen’s rocky shores.

Though he wouldn’t rush her, he hoped to one day ask her to marry him so that they could create a family of their own. The last thought brought with it a twinge of guilt. He hadn’t been as careful as he should have been the night before, forgoing any form of protection during their lovemaking. Hopefully, no child would come from it. Not that it would matter in Pern Coen, he thought. While he was certain that his mother would not be pleased with his irresponsibility, Heledd wouldn’t allowed Faustina to be mistreated or ostracized because of it. 

When he heard voices drifting toward him, his palms began to sweat. He tensed, until he made out Faustina’s rich, lilting tone, along with that of another woman. When the women came into view, he recognized her friend from the market, Cassia. The women stopped in front of the fountain, Cassia remaining for only a brief moment before embracing Faustina and taking back off in the direction of the palace. 

Faustina began to wring her hands and Idris emerged from the shadows, softly calling her name. She turned toward him as he hurried over to her, the light of the full moon illuminating her as it glinted off the waters of the fountain. She looked every inch the princess in her gold-colored gown and sparkling tiara, but when he reached her, he could see that her eyes were glassy and wet. 

“What is it?” he asked, gently taking hold of her upper arms. “What has happened?” 

Her chin trembled and she didn’t meet his gaze. “I can’t go with you.” 

His stomach clenched. “What do you mean?” 

She looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. “Girogos knows. He knows what happened last night and he’s going to hunt you down and kill you.” 

He swallowed hard, resisting the urge to curse. 

“Girogos doesn’t matter,” he told her. “This is our chance. Let me help you get away.” 

She shook her head, her voice breaking. “I can’t have your blood on my hands.” 

Her fear had returned, consuming and suppressing her just as it had when he had first met her. But she’s so much stronger than her fears, he thought. She just needed to believe it. 

“Come with me,” he said, taking her hands. “Leave this place.”

Her shoulders drooped, her eyes sheening with tears once more as she looked beyond him to the fountain. “I can’t.” 

“You will be safe in Pern Coen. Girogos will not find you there.” 

She let out a sob, pulling away and covering her mouth. 

“Faustina,” he murmured as he embraced her. 

Had he asked too much? This world was all that she had ever known, even if her forced marriage to Haris was something that neither of them wanted. His chest ached at the thought of leaving her in this wretched place and returning to the island without her. Her tears stained the front of his shirt and she trembled as she cried in his arms. 

“I will protect you,” he whispered, his voice breaking. 

“And Girogos will hunt you down and have you killed.” 

“It isn’t right that you should be forced to marry against your will.” 

“It is the way of things.” She let out a shaky breath. “I have no power to stop it.” 

“I love you,” he said as he rubbed her back, his heart breaking with the words. 

She eased back from him and he began to wipe the tears from her face. 

“You know that I love you,” she replied, her lower lip trembling. 

She stretched upward, kissing him passionately. He began to work her long hair loose from the pins that held it in place, trying to convince her with his touch and his words to take this leap of faith with him. As he deepened the kiss, a soft moan escaped her lips. 

“Get your filthy hands off of her!”

The yell startled them both and they broke apart. Idris tensed at the sight of a man striding across the gardens toward them and Faustina paled. Judging by the stranger’s ornate dress, Idris assumed him to be a nobleman, perhaps Faustina’s betrothed, but the moonlight caught the golden circlet on the other man’s head and Idris’ stomach hardened. The stranger could be none other than the prince; Faustina’s brother, Stelios. He was a man Idris held in low regard based off of the stories that Faustina had told him. Idris stepped in front of her, positioning her behind him as Stelios reached them, his face red with fury. 

“Get away from her!” Stelios shouted. 

All Idris had with him was his dagger and he cursed himself for leaving his own sword back at the inn. He went to unsheathe his small blade, but Faustina pushed in front of him. 

“Stelios, enough!” 

Stelios clenched the hilt of sword, his knuckles turning white. “You are to marry Haris in two days and here you are—”

“She doesn’t want to marry Haris,” Idris cut him off, glaring darkly at the young prince. 

Stelios pulled out his sword, raising it. “I will see you hanged!” 

“Stelios, please!” Faustina pressed herself up against Idris, holding up her hands. “This is my fault, not his.” 

“You were coerced by him! He must pay for the crimes that he has committed against the Imperial House.” 

Idris wrapped an arm around Faustina’s waist, his hands shaking with rage. “The only crime that has been committed has been by your step-father forcing Faustina to marry against her will.” 

Stelios raised his sword, advancing toward them, but Faustina broke away from Idris, lunging at her brother. 

His swing stopped short. “Faustina, get out of the way!” 

Her voice wavered, tears filling her eyes once more. “Please, I beg you to spare him and I swear that I will do what you and Girogos want.” 

Stelios halted his advance and Faustina turned to look at Idris, clutching his hands. 

“You must go,” she told him. “Please, while you can.” 

Idris narrowed his eyes at Stelios, his heart wrenching when he looked back down at Faustina’s tear-stained face. 

“I will always love you,” she said as Idris pressed a kiss to the back of her hand. 

“I will never forget you, Faustina,” he whispered, his throat painfully tight. “I promise you that.” 

He stole one last kiss, Stelios’ angry growl making it far shorter than Idris would have liked. There was a painful lump in his throat as he backed away from her. She wrapped her arms around herself, her shoulders curling over her chest as she dropped her chin. Stelios was at her side at once, grabbing her by the arm. Idris tore his gaze away from her and raced toward the garden walls. 

Shouts rang out behind him as he dodged among the statues, trees and plants. Stelios had no doubt roused the guards, but hopefully Faustina had bought him time. It wasn’t until he had safely scaled the wall again that he allowed his own grief to consume him. His tears flowed freely as he ran down the dark city streets and he gripped the hair pin in his pocket so tightly that it that dug into his skin. The pain in his hand, however, paled in comparison to the pain in his heart. He had lost her and that was a wound that he was not sure he would ever fully heal from. 








  
  
Epilogue




Solis was a peaceful place when Haris was away. Faustina could smell the salty sea breeze as she strolled through the garden that she’d had put in behind the duchy’s manor home. The small sanctuary was hers and hers alone. On the occasions that her husband was home, he never stepped foot in it. 

She had been a dutiful princess in marrying Haris and she had been a dutiful wife since, managing the manor home for him and playing the role of Solis’ duchess. While Haris would be furious if he knew half of what she did in his absence, the servants were loyal, including his steward, Alexius. When Haris was gone, it was Faustina’s chance to see to the running of the duchy and the household staff were always willing to oblige her. It was one of Faustina’s many secrets. Those who lived on the estate were not so blind that they did not realize who actually cared for their well-being and for the well-being of Solis. It was certainly not the duke. 

A row of sea lavender swayed in the breeze and Faustina paused to take in its sweet scent. The midday sun was beginning to grow hot, but she was not ready to go inside just yet. The garden was her place of solace, and she had needed much solace over the past few years. She often suspected that Haris was not completely unaware of her infidelity before their marriage, but it had not been enough to stop him from wedding her.

In his own twisted version of punishment, Haris had barred her from Talekos and isolated her in Solis since their wedding. What he failed to understand was that she far preferred her life at her quiet, seaside home to life in the city. The only thing she missed in the capitol was Stelios, but her brother was no longer the loving boy she had raised. His transformation at the hands of Girogos was complete. Stelios was emperor first, brother second. 

Though she knew that it was the truth, the thought still left an ache in her chest. To complete her punishment, Haris had treated her with a calculating coldness that had been consistent with his treatment of her during their betrothal. The only purpose she served in his life was to manage his home and produce him a son. 

Faustina cared little for earning his affections. Her heart resided with the blond haired, green eyed son of a Ri from the far north and it always would. Her throat thickened at the thought of Idris. Even almost six years after the fateful night that had ripped him away from her, she still felt the pain of the loss. She did not know what had become of him, but she hoped that he had made it safely back to his homeland. 

With a sigh, she began to walk again, but the cry of a young child stopped her. She shielded her eyes against the sun, unable to stop her smile at the sight of the brown haired, blue eyed girl who raced toward her; a girl whose features betrayed that she was not fully of Kelnorian blood. 

“Mama!” the child squealed as she ran into Faustina’s waiting arms.

Faustina held her daughter, Rhiannon, close before picking her up; even though at five, she was almost too big to hold. Rhiannon’s governess, Melina, trailed behind her.  

“What did you learn this morning?” Faustina asked Rhiannon as Melina joined them. 

“Numbers,” Rhiannon told her with a grin. “And I know more than Nikos.” 

Faustina chuckled at the mention of the son of the head cook. The young boy was close to Rhiannon’s age and while the two of them had become fast friends, Faustina had noticed a bit of a competitive streak growing between them as Rhiannon’s self-confidence grew. Faustina hoped that confidence was something that her daughter would never lose. 

“Thank you,” Faustina told Melina, inclining her head toward the other woman. “I will take her from here.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” Melina said, giving a curtsey before departing the garden. 

Faustina set Rhiannon down as the other woman disappeared from view, taking her daughter’s much smaller hand in her own. They strolled through the plants and shrubs, working their way back to the manor house. 

“I like it when I get to learn with my friends,” Rhiannon said. 

Faustina smiled, giving her daughter’s hand a squeeze. “I’m glad.” 

It was yet another secret that Faustina carefully kept from Haris. He had barely approved of hiring on a governess for Rhiannon and he would have been appalled if he knew that she was getting an education beyond etiquette, but Faustina had been determined that Rhiannon would be given the best future possible. She had fought hard for her daughter to live when the truth of her parentage had come to light and she would continue to fight for Rhiannon with every last breath. 

When Haris was gone, Faustina also instructed Melina to let the children of the household staff, the very same ones Faustina allowed her daughter to play with in her husband’s absence, to join in on Rhiannon’s lessons once a week. Haris would never stand for common children receiving any sort of education, but Faustina saw no reason for them not to learn and she knew that Rhiannon enjoyed it.

“When will Papa be back?” Rhiannon asked, swinging her and Faustina’s joined hands. 

“Not for some time,” Faustina answered. “He’s at sea now, remember?” 

Rhiannon nodded, her little brow furrowing in concentration. Haris had been gone for most of her young life, constantly involved with first Girogos’ wars and now Stelios’. Faustina grieved for her daughter that she would never know a father’s love, most especially the love of the one man who could truly make than claim, but Rhiannon would also never know the full extent of Haris’ cruelty. 

Rhiannon’s steps slowed and she bit her lip, looking up at Faustina. “Does Papa leave because of me? Because he doesn’t love me?” 

Tears stung Faustina’s eyes and her throat was thick as she knelt down in front of her daughter. She saw so much of Idris in Rhiannon; in her smiles, her laughter and the way that she cared for and accepted others. Rhiannon had never shied away from difficult questions either, even ones that caused Faustina’s heart to ache. 

“I love you,” Faustina said, resting her hands on Rhiannon’s shoulders. “And so does Mistress Melina, and Cook Thalia, and Nikos, and all of your friends.” 

Rhiannon dropped her chin. “But not Papa?” 

Faustina gently slid a finger under her chin, tipping it up so that Rhiannon was looking at her. “You can’t make someone love you, Rhiannon. You can only make the most of the love from the ones who do.” 

Faustina knew Rhiannon wouldn’t fully understand the sentiment, it was far too complex for a child of the age of five, but it was something that she hoped to instill in her over the years. Rhiannon was all too aware of Haris’ avoidance and indifference toward her, but Faustina would not let his cruelty break her daughter. She would love Rhiannon enough for her and Idris both. 

Rhiannon gave a nod, the answer seeming to satisfy her for at least the time being, and the two of them resumed their walk. Faustina didn’t know what the future would hold for her daughter but Rhiannon would know the love of her mother and every night, she would continue to pray to the gods that one day, Rhiannon would live in a world where she was free. 
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Prologue: The Hunt




The shift from hunting animals to hunting people was strangely easy. The skills Conor had learned from his father while trekking the mountains of the island of Pern Coen had become far more useful than he had ever imagined. Like his ancestors before him, Conor followed the large wolf loping through the shadowy forest. Light from the full moon above filtered down through the trees and illuminated their way as the pair navigated the rock-covered mountainside with ease. 

The wolf, Dai, paused as he lost the scent of their quarry. Conor waited, watching the wolf pace a few steps back, the moonlight glinting off Dai’s sleek black coat. After a few moments, Dai picked up the scent again. There was quickness to his steps, a sure sign they were getting closer to their prey. 

The trees around them thinned and the two came to the edge of a long ledge overlooking a rugged road below. The road carved its way along the mountainside, and recent rains had turned it to deep mud. Shouts rose from below as Conor signaled Dai to stop and wait among the thick trees. He crept through the shadows, inching closer to the rim of the ledge. Moss covered the granite boulder that hid him from view, and his high perch on the rocky over cropping offered an ideal view of the road below.

A wagon sat in the deep mire and a tall, lanky horse struggled to pull it free. The horse’s hooves slipped in the muck and Conor noticed a wheel axle stuck on one of the rocks littering the ground. Four soldiers were visible by torchlight, their red and silver uniforms mirroring the flag fluttering on a pole at the wagon’s front. A silver serpent, fangs bared, wrapped around a long sword; the embroidered creature contrasted against scarlet fabric. The seal was one Conor had learned to abhor. It was the proud mark of the southern Empire of Kelnore.

Emperor Stelios desired the entire realm under his command, including Conor’s homeland, Pern Coen. Stelios had begun his great war seven years ago, conquering the lands in the south of the continent before working his way north. Upon his successful seizure of the last country on the mainland, Darnic, Stelios had turned his eyes to the island across the channel.

War had raged on the island for seven months. The clan of Tyll, to the east, was the first to fall, followed by the clan of Ceffyl and then the clan of Seabhac. Upon the death of Conor’s father, Gareth, the clan of Blaidd was next to plunge into turmoil. Upon his assault on the island, Stelios ordered the death of every clan leader and their kin. Conor and his sister had managed to escape, finding shelter deep in the thick mountainous forest of Ioliare. Tonight, the soldiers of Kelnore had made the mistake of traveling close to Conor’s domain, and he did not appreciate the intrusion.

“Damn this accursed place!” the sergeant below yelled, his voice echoing up to Conor’s ears. “Move your worthless skins and get this load free!”

“Sir, we are trying,” one of the soldiers shot back.

“Not hard enough!” the sergeant bellowed. “Captain Otho expected this delivery of supplies by nightfall; he will not be forgiving of tardiness.”

Dai watched from the shadows. From his crouched position, Conor grasped the bowstring of the elegantly carved longbow he carried in his hands, lightly pulling it back and forth to warm the muscles in his body for greater accuracy. He eyed his targets below, grabbing an arrow out of the leather quiver resting against his back. Moonlight cast a blue hue on the black feathers of the fletchings, the smooth wooden arrow shaft sliding through his gloved hand. He nocked it on the bow as his eyes found their mark. Conor paused as he pulled the string taut, then let the arrow loose.

It flew through the night air and landed with a hollow thud in the neck of the sergeant, embedded in the thin line of unprotected skin above the man’s collarbone. Confusion broke out among the remaining men and they reached for their weapons. Conor moved along the ledge, using the rocks and trees to hide from the bewildered men below. One of the soldiers dug frantically through the wagon and unearthed a short bow and quiver. As the man drew the bow he slipped in the thick mud and his arrow came down even farther shy of the top of the ledge than Conor had expected. The smaller bows of the Kelnorian army did not have the distance of the longbows of the Pern Coen natives. Conor clasped another arrow for a moment before he drew the string, and paused before he let it loose. The soldier with the bow fell as the two that remained searched for their mysterious assailant. Conor dodged along the ledge, hiding behind the knotted bark of a tall red maple before he let the last two arrows fly.

He switched the bow to his left hand before he unsheathed a dagger from his black leather belt. Confident he had rid himself of the last of the soldiers below, he picked his way along the ledge and through the mixture of rocks and trees, his boots struggling for traction on the slick stone. When he had it, he jumped. The horse hitched to the wagon snorted, tossing its head in alarm as Conor landed in the mud and scanned the area. Once certain he was alone, he strode over to the wagon and jumped up into the bed. He rummaged through the boxes and canvas bags, searching for anything of use. After a few moments, he discovered three quivers of heavy war arrows used to arm the short bows of the Kelnorian army. With haste, he slung them over his back and jumped back down onto the soggy ground.

The horse couldn’t make it up the craggy incline and Conor had no intention of staying on the open road. Using the dagger, he cut the frightened animal free from the harness that bound it. The straps fell to the ground as the horse sped down the road, sending clumps of mud flying from its hooves. As the animal fled, Conor jogged back over to the ledge and began to make his ascent back up the rocks. Once back in the safety of the forest, he congratulated Dai on another good hunt.








  
  

Chapter 1

The Risk of Freedom





The cries of gulls and the lapping of water along the shoreline blended in with the shouts of men as Alekos climbed the gangplank onto the awaiting vessel. His lieutenant, Nikos Stavros, stayed close behind him, the younger man never far from his superior’s side. Alekos’ red cape billowed in the breeze and sunlight reflecting off the water caught the silver serpents engraved into his metal vambraces. Soldiers bowed low before him as Alekos stepped onto the deck, and he gave them each a dismissive nod as he headed for the bow. 

Almost a whole month on this accursed island, he thought as he ran a hand through his disheveled dark brown hair. It had been far too long. As he had been each time before, he was ready to depart the rock-laden shores of Pern Coen and return to the mainland, even if it was only for a few short weeks. As crown prince and a captain in the Imperial Army, Alekos had been involved in the invasion of the large island in the far north from the start. But the war dragged on and showed no signs of stopping. And now winter knocks at our door, Alekos grimaced as he leaned on the ship’s railing. 

Through the haze, he could make out the distant shore of Darnic, the Palace at Vara only half a day’s ride from the port city of Aegir. Comfort awaited him there, along with his father and cousin and the beautiful Lady Chloe of Calidi. 

Nikos joined him at the bow and Alekos glanced over at the other man. At twenty-five, his lieutenant was only a year younger than himself and had come into Alekos’ service five years prior. Alekos did not hold much for men who were of common birth, but Nikos had impressed him with his loyalty and his proficiency in the field. In spite of what his father, Emperor Stelios, said, Nikos had earned his place as lieutenant. 

“I must admit, Highness,” Nikos said as gulls swooped down into the water in front of them, “I am ready for a few weeks away from this wretched place.” 

“And to see my cousin?” Alekos asked. 

Nikos fidgeted with the top button of his uniform, clearing his throat. “Any man who would not enjoy being in the presence of a woman as beautiful as Duchess Rhiannon would be a fool.” 

“As I have told you both before,” Alekos said, keeping his voice low, “your secret is safe with me.” 

“The duchess and I owe you for that, Highness.” 

“You have served me loyally for years, Nikos, and you have made my cousin happier than I have seen her in some time.” 

Nikos fell silent, his eyes trained on the distant outline of the mainland as the boat crept away from Pern Coen’s shore. Alekos felt no need to press him, certain his lieutenant’s thoughts were on his cousin. Rhiannon was the woman Nikos loved but who he could never truly have. Keeping the two apart since Rhiannon had arrived with the rest of the court at the beginning of the summer had been impossible, and at Rhiannon’s pleading, Alekos had agreed to say nothing of the affair that had ensued over the past few months. Nikos and Rhiannon were both well aware that their time together would end when Rhiannon returned to Talekos in a few short weeks to wed Stelios’ steward, Viscount Drakon. And Nikos is smart enough not to get her pregnant with some bastard child. That would be a transgression Stelios would never forgive, and any hope of Drakon taking Rhiannon as his bride would be ruined. Nikos could offer his cousin love, but not the stability, wealth, and power that a nobleman like Drakon could provide. 

“Have you any further thoughts on this ghost that Captain Otho complains of in Blaidd?” Nikos asked. 

“I plan to address it with my father,” Alekos answered, gritting his teeth at the thought of the argument that would be sure to ensue. “Our resources need to be focused on the invasion in Arth, but if rebellion breaks out in Blaidd, that will be another problem to contend with.” 

“You believe Otho’s stories?” 

“I believe dead bodies. His claims of a ghost are far-fetched, but his men are dying.” 

“I’ve heard from some of the men that those in Blaidd are calling him The Hunter.” 

Alekos snorted. “Quite a name for some worthless savage.” 

“I’ve also heard that he travels with a wolf the size of a horse.” 

Alekos looked over at the man beside him, catching the teasing glint in Nikos’ green eyes. 

“Yes,” Alekos dryly replied “and Ri Blodwen is seven feet tall and able to transform into a bear at will.” 

Nikos gave a quiet chuckle and Alekos rolled his eyes. The stories told by the soldiers who had spent the last seven months on the island were almost as ridiculous as those told by the natives that remained. In particular in regards to Ri Blodwen, the leader of the Clan of Arth who had managed to outsmart and outmaneuver the Imperial Army for the past two months. A woman, Alekos thought in disgust. The greatest army in the realm held at bay by some barbarian queen. 

The only ground that had been gained on the largest clan on Pern Coen had been along Arth’s northern shoreline, where the might of the Kelnorian navy had far outweighed that of the island natives. But once the soldiers reached land, they were met with the same treacherous mountains Alekos and his men struggled against in the south. 

And Father wastes more time and money with his summer court as if he is already a victor. Stelios was nothing if not arrogant, but there were those in Talekos who shared in Alekos’ misgivings regarding the standing emperor of Kelnore. As miserable as Alekos’ time had been on the island, it offered him a chance. The opportunity to prove his worth to the noblemen, to show that Crown Prince Alekos of Vepi had the skill and the decisiveness to lead Kelnore into victory and prosperity. Gaining the loyalty of his fellow captains, along with his father’s general, would only help his cause and enable him to boast about bringing Pern Coen under the control of Kelnore. That would greatly endear him to those in Talekos. 

The prow of the boat continued to glide through the water, sea spray churning up as the vessel sliced through Niwl Channel. The brief respite away from the island would allow his men to rest, and it would allow him to earn more support from those who would be joining him inside the alabaster walls of Vara Palace. Alekos had the one trait his father did not possess: patience.


      [image: ]Rain began to fall as Idris’ sturdy bay mountain pony, Morfeirch, carried him out of the trees and into the dark clearing. Clouds rolled across the sky, lending the night air an eerie quality, and the village of Sruth loomed in the distance. The gelding ambled along the dirt road and Idris pulled the hood of his dark green cloak further over his head as he pushed aside his impatience. He knew it would not serve him well where he was headed.  

Idris was a clan leader, a Ri in his native tongue, without a clan. His family had been killed and he had been forced from his homeland of Seabhac by Emperor Stelios of Kelnore. Five months ago, Idris had found himself in exile with Ri Conor of Blaidd, the son of one of his longest friends. Conor had not approved of Idris’ mission and their argument a few hours earlier had ended in heated disagreement. Idris understood Conor’s concern, but the people of Pern Coen were desperate. His disappearance from Cerrig Lodge would startle the others come morning, but Emperor Stelios had left him little choice. 

Only one clan, Arth, still held out against Stelios’ attempted conquest. The rest had fallen one by one over the course of the long summer. Of the once five Ris of Pern Coen, only three remained: Idris, Conor, and Ri Blodwen of Arth. Idris knew of Blodwen’s grim situation in the north and was uncertain how long she could hold out against Stelios’ hordes.

Morfeirch slowed as Idris tugged on the reins, the two coming to a stop at a small hut on the backside of the village. Idris swung from his mount’s back, fixing his gaze on the crudely built hut before him, rain dripping off the edges of the thatched roof. The rain that hung over the small village would soon clear, but the scars on the land and the suffering of those who called Pern Coen home would not fade so easily. Idris knew his scheme was fraught with danger and he wished for counsel before embarking upon it. He knocked on the battered wooden door and as it swung partially open, the weathered face of an old woman stared back at him. There was no surprise in her grey eyes as she beckoned him inside.   

“Ri Idris,” the old woman greeted him as he stepped through the narrow doorway. “I knew you would come.”

The woman latched the door closed. A few small candles lit the sparsely furnished hut, giving some light in the darkness. Idris threw back his hood, revealing his face. 

“Maeve, it is good to see you,” he replied as she hobbled across the room, using a wooden staff to bear most of her weight on her right side. “It has been too long.”

Maeve eased into the seat with the help of the staff, regarding him with a grave expression. For decades, she had faithfully served as one of his chief advisers until she had departed Castle Ciall, desiring a quieter life near her family in Blaidd.

“I know why you have come,” Maeve said, resting her cane on the side of the table. “I have foreseen it.”

“I once again find myself in need of your wise counsel.”

“Take a seat, Ri Idris.”

At Maeve’s instruction, Idris sat on the short stool across from her, bringing his hands to rest on the table. 

“I have an opportunity,” Idris hesitantly began, “to change the outcome of this war.” 

“There is a girl,” Maeve said, her grey eyes boring into him. “A girl that has the potential to change Pern Coen’s current fate.” 

“Yes.” 

“You wish to know if you should reach out to her.” 

“I wish to know if there is any hope in trying to sway her to understand the plight of her people.”

“You know I have no control over the decisions of others, Ri Idris,” Maeve reminded him. “Her decision will be her own.”

Idris stared at the table and clasped his hands together. I have to stop this, he told himself as he weighed the potential ill-fated outcomes of his choices. How can I let this senseless slaughter continue if I have the ability to end it? 

“The girl’s fate is tied to that of this island. That I have seen with certainty,” Maeve continued. “There is the possibility that peace could reign over Pern Coen again... and the possibility that Pern Coen will be no more. Beyond that, my vision is clouded.”

“Thank you,” Idris said as he stood.

Maeve was silent as she watched him make his way to the door. There is a chance then, he inwardly hoped. A chance to change the way of things. He would travel to the mainland of Darnic under the cover of darkness; he could not sit idly while his people suffered.

“Ri Idris,” Maeve called as he pulled the door open, “there is one more thing you must know.”

Idris paused in the entryway, looking back at her as rain continued to fall outside. 

“If you make this journey,” Maeve said, “your life hangs in the balance.” 

Idris slowly nodded before he pulled his hood over his head and stepped out of the hut. He swung up onto Morfeirch, ignoring the rain that had become a heavy downpour. The bay gelding raced out of the village into the night, headed for the coast. 




      [image: ]Duchess Rhiannon of Solis found freedom intoxicating. Her visit to the north had lasted longer than expected, though she had no complaints about the extension of her stay in the territory of Darnic. Her uncle, Emperor Stelios of Vepi, had turned the formidable fortress of Vara Palace into a summer home for his Imperial Court, and Rhiannon had been one of the few chosen to make the first arduous journey north. She had traveled little out of her home province of Solis and the capital city of Talekos, so the excursion had offered an unusual opportunity to see other parts of the vast empire Kelnore controlled.

Summer had come to an end and autumn now descended on the land. Late morning sun shone in the sky but a cool wind floated through the wide windows of the open breezeway that linked the western and eastern wings of the palace. The soles of Rhiannon’s brown leather boots clacked across the marble floor and the sheer fabric of her lavender gown fluttered in the breeze. 

Rhiannon had no desire to return home. Her summer in Vara was her escape. Stelios was preoccupied with the war raging on a large island close to the mainland and had paid little attention to his niece’s comings and goings. She had been careful not to draw too much of his attention, lest she find herself on the receiving end of one of his fits of rage. But, for the past few months, I have almost been truly free, she considered.  

She had come under her uncle’s care at the age of thirteen; her father, Duke Haris, had died in battle when she was only five and seven years later, her mother, Faustina, fell to an epidemic that raged throughout Kelnore. Before her death, Faustina had entreated Stelios to take Rhiannon under his protection; the request was one Rhiannon greatly resented. 

Her eyes roamed the palace’s architecture as she drifted to the front doors. She cared little about the depictions and designs resembling the local flora and fauna. Darnic’s natives still existed in some of the more remote regions of the territory, but Stelios had been forced to wipe out nearly all of them after months of vicious, unprovoked attacks on Kelnorian settlers. Her uncle was a mighty warrior and tactician, proving his strength countless times in his fourteen-year reign. 

Rhiannon stepped onto the expansive landing, tall white columns flanking her on either side. She had started making her way down the steps when she was stopped by a familiar voice behind her. 

“Where are you off to?” her cousin, Alekos, called.

“I’m just going out for a bit,” Rhiannon replied as she turned to face him. “I won’t be gone long.”

Alekos leaned against one of the white columns, a mischievous glint in his brown eyes. “Going out where? You know Father won’t be pleased if he hears you’ve been traipsing around on your own again.”

 “I’m just going down to the beach to ride,” Rhiannon answered.

“And to meet Nikos?”

“No,” Rhiannon said, a light blush tingeing her cheeks. 

“If the two of you are caught together—”

“I know, Alekos. Do not forget what you promised us.” 

“I have said nothing to Father. But if the two of you become careless enough that someone else discovers what is going on between you, there is little I can do.” 

“May I remind you what awaits me in Talekos?” 

“Marriage to Viscount Drakon surely won’t be that unbearable.”

“Have you spent any time in his presence?” Rhiannon said, raising a brow. “The man is woefully unattractive, known for his arrogance, and fifteen years my senior.”

 “Be back in a few hours and I won’t say anything.” 

 “Have I mentioned you’re my favorite cousin?” She smiled.

“I’m your only cousin,” he chuckled as she swiftly made her way down the steps.

The sun spilled across the cobblestone courtyard as Rhiannon slipped unnoticed past the palace guards on her way to the stable. Outside the white brick barn, horses grazed on rich pasture. Their various colored coats were an eye-catching contrast to the line of trees behind them, the leaves showing hints of red and gold as they fell onto the ground.

Stelios had arranged for her to be married to his steward, Viscount Drakon, when she returned to Talekos. She was a woman in a land where women had little value beyond their looks, status, and ability to conceive. Drakon, Rhiannon had heard, valued her for all of those things. Not that I have any say in the matter, she mused. Her arguments against the marriage were met with stubborn, and at times violent, resolve from her uncle. She had learned quickly upon coming under her uncle’s care that her duty to the empire far outweighed any of her personal desires. 

Rhiannon walked into the barn’s long aisle and let herself into the expansive tack room. A stable boy sent her a curious look but held his tongue as she grabbed a leather halter and rope. There were times when being a duchess had its advantages. She left the stable and strolled over to a field of the emperor’s prized mares.

She climbed through the wooden fence, noticing the subtle hints of dying grass. Winter was truly approaching. A tall black mare named Athenne grazed alone near the tree line and Rhiannon made her way to her. The mare lifted her head, a few blades of grass hanging from her lips, and allowed Rhiannon to run a hand down her glossy neck. Rhiannon slipped the halter over the mare’s face.

“What do you say, girl?” she said, buckling the halter in place. “Shall we get out and stretch our legs?”

Rhiannon led Athenne through the wooden gate and fashioned a pair of reins out of the rope. With the aid of the fence, she sprung onto the mare’s back. A gentle squeeze of her legs and a cluck of her tongue encouraged the mare into motion toward the small grove of trees along the back of the pastures. Over the course of the summer, Rhiannon had forged a narrow path through the stretch of woods. She had learned how to avoid the marsh lands and rocky outcroppings nearby, and her rough trail led to the beach located a few miles from the palace.

As Athenne carried them through the shade of the trees, Rhiannon’s thoughts shifted to her impending marriage. In spite of her mother successfully ruling Solis for several years before her passing, Stelios would hear nothing of Rhiannon doing the same. Much had changed when she had come to live with Stelios, and her time in Talekos had been a stark contrast to her life in Solis.

The cries of gulls filled the air as Athenne stepped onto the beach. On the other side of the dark channel waters, veiled in shrouded mist, laid the island of Pern Coen. On clear days, the island could be easily seen jutting up out of the water. Rhiannon had never set foot on the foreign soil, but she had heard it was the exact opposite of the sparse woods, wetlands, and grassy expanses of the mainland, full of treacherous mountain ranges, dark foreboding forests, and home to bizarre, barbaric natives.

The beach before her was silent save for the gulls overhead, and Athenne walked along the long stretch of open sand. Rhiannon watched the birds dive into the water, searching for small sea creatures to feast upon. She steered Athenne toward the shallow waters at the shoreline. The waves lapped gently at the mare’s legs as her black hooves slipped into the water. Rhiannon grabbed a fistful of long, thick mane and urged the mare into a canter. The pair took off through the water along the shoreline, and the freedom of letting the mare fly along at the swift pace thrilled her. Rhiannon’s gown billowed in the breeze and foam splashed on her boots as Athenne’s legs churned through the channel waters.

The wind whipped Rhiannon’s dark brown hair so hard that a few strands fell from her braid. She began to encourage the mare into an even faster pace, but her eyes caught movement farther ahead. Puzzled, Rhiannon pulled on the reins and brought Athenne down to a slow trot as they approached the shadowy figures. The mare stepped out of the channel, water from her legs, chest, and belly dripping onto the dry sand.

The red and silver armor of Kelnore glinted in the sun and Rhiannon recognized Nikos, surrounded by five soldiers. His back was to her, his crimson cape fluttering in the wind. The men gathered around a crumpled figure lying face down on the gritty sand. One of the soldiers had the captive pinned to the ground while another tied the stranger’s hands behind his back.

“What is going on?” Rhiannon asked as she brought Athenne to a halt behind Nikos. 

“Your Grace,” Nikos said as he whirled around, his eyes deep with disapproval. “What are you doing out here unescorted?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

She looked beyond Nikos to the stranger. He was older, his clothing tattered and torn. He wore peculiar, dark-colored hues and his blonde hair was dripping wet. The man lifted his flushed face and revealed a bloodied lip and black eye. As he focused on her, Rhiannon saw his green eyes were not filled with anger or hatred, but panic. Could this frightened man be one of the savage natives she heard so much of?

“Please, please just listen to me—” the man began before a soldier shoved his face back down into the sand.

“I must ask that you let a soldier escort you back to the palace,” Nikos said, moving to block her view of the man.

 “I have a message for the Duchess of Solis!” the man’s muffled voice rang out.

“I want to hear what he has to say,” Rhiannon said, baffled that the stranger knew who she was.

“We found his boat on the shoreline and him shortly thereafter. He is a spy. He will say whatever he has to in order to save his skin.”

 “Are you taking him back to the palace?” 

“Yes,” Nikos answered. “Now, I must ask that you return there at once.”

“If you insist,” Rhiannon said as the stranger was roughly pulled to his feet.

Nikos called over one of his men and gave explicit orders that she was to be returned to the palace at all haste. Frustration rose in her as the grim-faced soldier grasped one of Athenne’s reins. Rhiannon risked one last look over her shoulder as the soldier led her back down the beach, the mysterious man’s anxious cries fading into the distance.








  
  

Chapter 2

The Ghost and The Spy





The guard sent by Nikos left Rhiannon shortly upon her return to the palace. She lingered in the stables, the sights and smells of the horses soothing her. She was uncertain how the stranger from the beach had learned of her, but the knowledge that he had left her unnerved. 

The sun was no longer high above her in the sky as she departed from the whitewashed brick walls of the stable; it would soon be time for the evening meal. Nikos caught up to her as she reached the top of the palace’s stone steps. 

“What were you thinking?” he hissed as the noise of his footsteps behind her reached her ears.

“Not here,” she quietly said, motioning for him to follow her.

They avoided the guards as they walked into the entryway together, seeking solace in the palace gardens. The two were silent as they stepped into the midst of the dying plants and trimmed hedges. The native flora had remained, but the sculptures left by the previous leaders of Darnic had been destroyed and replaced with a handful of Kelnorian pieces that Stelios had brought up from Talekos.

“I simply went out for a ride,” Rhiannon said once out of earshot of the entryway. “Do not forget what awaits me when I return to Talekos.”

“If it weren’t for Viscount Drakon, I would be overjoyed for your return. For at least in Talekos, you would be away from this war,” Nikos sighed. “Rhiannon, I was out with my men. If anything had been said that would have alerted them to my relationship with you—”

 “Nothing was said that would have been considered unusual or improper,” she said. “And you caught the spy today before he could manage any harm.”

“The fighting on the island has grown more intense in recent weeks,” Nikos said. “I’ve heard from the men the unrest is incessant. Not to mention news reaching the mainland of some sort of ghost terrorizing Captain Otho and his men.” 

“A ghost? Surely that is nothing more than a ridiculous tale.” 

“Whatever it is, something is killing men in the territory of Blaidd.”

“I wish you were coming back to Talekos instead of staying here,” Rhiannon said as she laid a hand on his arm. 

“My duty is here,” he replied as he tucked back a strand of her hair that had loosened itself from her braid. “I have been grateful to have these last few weeks’ reprieve from the war... and to have spent more time with you.”

“I won’t forget our time together. I loathe the laws of this land; you would make a far better duke than Drakon.”  

“If only I had been born to another life,” he murmured, pulling her into an embrace.

“I don’t understand why Stelios won’t let me rule Solis on my own.” 

“Rhiannon, are you certain you would be up to such a task?”

“My mother did so after my father died.” 

“With great oversight from the emperor. Why would you wish to burden yourself so?”

“I would be free to do as I wish. Solis would be mine; I would not be forced to live in Talekos with Stelios or to marry Drakon.” 

“If you were to rule Solis, then you would answer to Stelios directly. Leading a province is not that simple.” 

 She looked away, tired of the discussion that had so often found its way into their conversations of late, and noticed the long shadows cast along the stone path. Her absence at dinner would not go unnoticed. 

“I need to get ready for dinner,” she said. “I’ll be expected to be in attendance.”

“I will handle Stelios,” Nikos said, one of his hands stroking her neck while he other held firmly onto her waist. “You can claim you’re feeling ill, perhaps a headache.”

“Nikos, I must go,” she said as she pulled away from his grasp. “Stelios will be furious if I miss dinner again. We don’t need to risk calling any further attention to us.”  

His face soured and his hands dropped.

“Nikos—”

“You are a duchess, Rhiannon. Don’t be wandering outside the palace walls without some sort of escort,” he told her before he slipped away among the shadows. 

With a heavy sigh, Rhiannon made her way back through the empty gardens. His difficult moods always threw her. She could still see glimpses of the boy she had known from her childhood, but there were other times where she felt she could hardly recognize him. He had changed during his time in the army. But he is my choice, not Stelios’, she reminded herself. Nikos had hinted at the two of them running away together, a thought that both thrilled and terrified her. She worried not only for her own safety and well-being, but for Nikos’. He was of common blood; blood that in Stelios’ mind would spoil the lineage of the Imperial House. If Stelios were to find out what we have done... 

Rhiannon pushed the thought from her mind as she stepped back into the entryway. The news would never reach her uncle. Alekos would ensure that. 




      [image: ]Rhiannon watched Stelios down his fifth glass of wine. She had a perfect vantage point, midway along the massive stone table, whereas Stelios sat at the far end, drowning his day’s frustrations in drink.  The arrival of a servant with another platter of food wasn’t enough to interrupt the quiet hum of conversation at his end of the table. He, Alekos, and Duke Avilius of Calidi were in deep discussion over the war in Pern Coen, a conversation that Rhiannon, as a woman, was excluded from. 

A tray filled with an appetizing array of fish clattered as the servant fumbled with its placement on the table. The deep waters of the channel had proved to be excellent fishing grounds, full of all manner of new species. Rhiannon pointed to the fish she wanted to try and a piece of the meat was set onto her empty plate. She helped herself to a large bite, savoring the flavor as the fillet melted in her mouth.

Rhiannon speared another large piece of fish with her fork, but her pleasure in the food was upended by a snort of disdain from Duchess Kassandra of Calidi, who sat beside her. Her daughter, Lady Chloe, sat on Rhiannon’s other side, much to Rhiannon’s disappointment. The two had journeyed to Vara with Avilius at the beginning of the summer and would be joining Rhiannon, along with the rest of Stelios’ summer court, on the trip back to Talekos in a few weeks’ time. 

There had been rumors that Stelios had intentionally invited Avilius’ wife because Kassandra was one of his latest mistresses. Rhiannon had felt some sympathy for the older woman when she had first heard the gossip among the servants. As emperor, Stelios would hardly bear any consequences for carrying on a relationship with another man’s wife, but if the rumors were true, Kassandra would not be looked upon so favorably. But who can deny the emperor? 

The two were the only other noblewomen present at the Palace over the course of the summer besides Rhiannon. She had avoided much time in their presence. They were calculating and cold, along with having little approval of Rhiannon’s more unorthodox pursuits, like her rides down to the channel. Not to mention they would smile sweetly to my face and stab me in the back at a moment’s notice if they thought it would suit their needs, Rhiannon thought as she sipped on her glass of wine. She caught Alekos’ gaze drifting down to Chloe. Unlike her, Alekos had made a wise choice in his attraction. Chloe was of noble lineage and Avilius held high esteem with Stelios. There would be no objection to their potential union.

“You must be so excited for your wedding,” Kassandra said as she cut a tiny morsel off her fish.

Rhiannon wondered if the woman ever ate. Like most women in Kelnore, Kassandra and her daughter went to great lengths to ensure their figures would appease the eyes of the men around them. Her mother had never much cared for such strict ideas and Rhiannon had grown up away from such criticism until she had come to live with her uncle. Now, the act of eating how she pleased felt like one more small act of defiance against Stelios in light of her recent betrothal. 

“I can only imagine how stunning your gown will be,” Chloe said, her eyes cold and her lower lip pouting ever so slightly in spite of her friendly tone. “Though by the amount you have eaten this evening, you must not be terribly concerned about fitting into your wedding dress.”

“Not in the slightest,” Rhiannon replied. 

“Your mother looked stunning when she married your father,” Kassandra said. “It was such a beautiful wedding.”

An ache filled Rhiannon at the mention of her mother. Her memories of her early years spent with Faustina in Solis were full of happiness, acceptance, and love. Such things had vanished when she was forcibly moved to Talekos.

“I am certain between the emperor and Viscount Drakon, no expense will be spared,” Kassandra continued. “Have you decided on the colors you will use?”

“Blue and red?” Chloe suggested, demurely cleaning her lips with her white linen napkin.

“Oh yes,” Kassandra said. “Especially with your… unique complexion.” 

Rhiannon flushed at the remark. As if she needed another reminder of the oddness of her features among the rest of the nobles in Kelnore. She tuned out the noise of the two women as they continued discussing wedding details; such conversation filled her with little joy. Alekos’ disapproving tone floated down from the other end of the table as he reached for another piece of fish.

“Captain Otho says the men have been calling him The Hunter,” Alekos said.

Rhiannon cared little for the talk of war, but the comment piqued her interest. In spite of the way those around her referred to the natives inhabiting the island, there was something intriguing about the wild tales she heard of the land across the water; such mystical talk was not common in Talekos. Rhiannon was particularly fascinated by the stories of the strange warrior queen of Arth who held Stelios at bay, something Nikos and Alekos found distasteful. Chloe and Kassandra continued to drone on and Rhiannon turned her attention to the men at the far end of the table.

“Captain Otho should be spending more time quelling the unrest in Blaidd than listening to ghost stories,” Stelios said as he slammed his goblet of wine down on the table, drops of the dark red liquid sloshing over the rim. 

“Does Captain Otho truly think there is a ghost?” Rhiannon interrupted, recalling Nikos’ earlier comment. 

Stelios scowled and she turned her eyes back to her plate, preparing to be chastised for her impulsive desire to speak out of turn.

“It is an uneducated savage!” Stelios bellowed, using the knife in his hands to cut into his fish with quick, agitated movements, the tender fillet shredding with every slice, “And someone had best give me good reason why the best soldiers in my army can’t seem to catch a simple peasant.”

“He doesn’t play by any rules of civility,” Alekos said. “The men get ambushed, often at night. Whoever he is, he refuses to come out and fight fairly.”

“Or they. It could be more than one man,” Avilius added.

“I am not interested in excuses,” Stelios said, his mouth downturned. “If Otho can’t manage to keep control over Blaidd and Seabhac now, I find little inclination to offer him any land grants once this conflict is over.”

Rhiannon pushed a pile of steamed greens around her plate, her frustration building. She felt invisible in the eyes of the men at the far end of the table, unable to participate in such talk no matter how much it intrigued her. War was not meant for the fragile minds of women. 

“What of the spy found on the beach today?” she hesitantly asked.

“How did you hear about that?” Stelios asked, stabbing into a potato on his plate. His fork stuck in the food and he glared at the offending object, snatching up a knife to help pull it free before he turned his furious gaze back to Rhiannon. 

“I... overheard some of the palace guards mention it on my way to dinner this evening,” she replied.

“He is being held captive and then he will be hanged,” Stelios said. “As we do with all spies.”

“Duchess Rhiannon,” Avilius said, “surely this topic of conversation is far too grim for your delicate ears.”

“Has anyone discovered why he came?” Rhiannon asked.

“Why the sudden interest in the war, cousin?” Alekos said. 

“That is enough,” Stelios said. “Such matters are hardly your concern. I suggest you keep your ears from things that don’t concern you.”

Rhiannon dropped her head and went back to her meal. She knew better than to press Stelios further. 

The conversation between the men resumed while Kassandra and Chloe continued their pointless dialogue beside her. Resentment at Stelios’ dismissal filled Rhiannon, leaving her with little taste for the food in front of her.

“I am retiring for the night,” she stated as she pushed her chair under the table.

The two women next to her bid their farewells, not sounding at all displeased by her departure. A servant let her out of the double doors and she stepped into the empty hallway. She crossed through the entryway toward the spiral staircase that led to the second story of the west wing and grasped the railing as she started to ascend. 

“Where did you go on your ride today?” Alekos called after her. He had also left the table, she assumed to give chase to her.  

“The beach,” she answered as she paused on the bottom steps. 

“The same part of the beach where Nikos captured the spy from Pern Coen?” Alekos asked. “Or did he merely tell you that?”

“What does it matter?” Rhiannon retorted.

“You and Nikos need to be more discreet.”

“I did not go down to the beach to meet him. He happened to be there at the same time.”

“Happened to be there?”

“I am well aware that Nikos and I need not draw Stelios’ attention.”

“Are you? May I remind you that if Father finds out what has gone on between the two of you, it is not just Nikos’ career that is at stake.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You know exactly what it means. You are a woman of royal lineage, Rhiannon. Nikos is a good man, but he is not of imperial blood.”

“I am well aware of that,” she said as she drew herself up straighter and pushed her loose hair over her shoulder. “Goodnight, Alekos.”

“Then be sure you do not forget it,” he called after her as she raced up the steps to the solitude of her chambers.








  
  

Chapter 3

Ri Idris of Seabhac





The first thing Rhiannon noticed when she opened the door to her chambers was the burned-out fire. Odd, she mused as she stepped into the dark room. Her handmaiden, Junia, was not one to allow for such simple mistakes. Rhiannon’s breath quickened as she noticed a cool rush of air from an open window. A window that was closed when I went down for dinner.  

“Junia?” she called. 

There was no answer. Dark red curtains cascaded down the side of the window, fluttering as the soft breeze floated in. A figure stepped out from behind them and Rhiannon panicked. She gasped as she stumbled backward and grabbed the door handle. 

“Wait! Please, I mean you no harm!” the stranger cried as the light of the moon revealed his features. 

Rhiannon recognized him as the spy from the beach. He stared back at her with a strange look in his eyes, his expression betraying a sense of longing.

“Where is Junia?” she asked. “What have you done with her?”

“I have not harmed her,” he assured her, holding his hands out to placate her. “I merely lured her away. Please, Your Grace, I only ask that you hear me out. I bring a message for you from the people of Pern Coen.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your Grace, your people ask that you come to their aid. They wish you to petition Emperor Stelios to end the fighting.”

“My people?” she said. “Are you insane? I am of the House of Solis—”

“Your mother was, yes,” he replied, bowing his head slightly. “Your father was not.”

“How dare you insult him! My father was Duke Haris—”

“Your father is Ri Idris of Seabhac, a clan leader on the island of Pern Coen.”

“Enough of these ridiculous accusations!” 

“Your mother was Duchess Faustina of Solis. I met her during a visit to Talekos twenty-five years ago. If you do not believe me, perhaps this will convince you.”

He pulled a package from his pocket, his movements slow and cautious, and tossed it across the room. It sailed through the air and landed with a soft thud at her feet. Rhiannon eyed him warily as she bent down, feeling the smooth animal hide that bound it. She heard shouts from the palace guards outside her door and the man rubbed at his hands, backing away toward the window. Rhiannon studied him, intrigued by his lack of malice and the composure with which he carried himself. 

“Get out of here,” she told him.

“You are one of us,” he said as he moved back into the shadows. “The hour to help your people grows late.”

Rhiannon’s heart raced as he disappeared out the window. She caught the last wisp of movement from him as her door burst open. Five guards rushed into the room, followed by Junia’s trembling figure.

“My lady!” Junia said, racing to Rhiannon’s side, tears brimming her eyes. “Please, I beg of you to forgive me.”

“It’s alright, Junia,” Rhiannon told her, gently taking her hand as one of the guards ran over to the window and leaned out to peer down below.

Cries filled the courtyard, giving Rhiannon time to take advantage of the guards’ distraction and stash the mysterious package underneath a pillow. Two men began searching her chambers as Junia huddled in the middle of the room with Rhiannon. 

“He’s not here,” Rhiannon told the men in frustration as one of the soldiers threw back the sheets on her bed. “He’s already gone. There was no one else with him.” 

More footsteps carried into the room from the open door and Nikos burst in, his movements harried and his eyes frantic. 

 “They have him in the courtyard!” he said. “I will stay with the duchess.”

Once the guards had sped out of the room, Nikos closed the door behind him. Rhiannon merely stared at him, slightly stunned at his willing breech of propriety. 

“Are you alright?” he asked, his tone terror-stricken as he approached the two women.

“We’re fine,” Rhiannon replied. “Don’t they need you down below?” 

“The situation is under control,” Nikos said. “I’m more worried about you.” 

Rhiannon bit her lip. She had often admired his boldness, but at times she felt Alekos needed to be more concerned about Nikos revealing their secret, not her. 

Rhiannon turned to her handmaiden. “Junia, you may go. I can see myself to bed.”

“My lady, are you certain?” Junia asked as Nikos latched the window shut.

“Yes,” Rhiannon replied. “I am sure Lieutenant Stavros will not let any harm come to me.”

The younger woman pursed her lips but left for her small room adjacent to Rhiannon’s chambers. As soon as Junia retreated, Nikos wrapped Rhiannon in an embrace. Any irritation she had felt toward him earlier in the day faded as his hands stroked her back. 

“I was so worried about you,” he whispered into her hair. “I came as soon as I heard.”

“He didn’t harm me,” she insisted, the cold air causing a shiver to pass down her spine.

“You must be freezing in here,” Nikos said.

He removed his black cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. The smoky scent of his clothing enveloped her as he walked over and crouched by the stone fireplace. A few moments passed as he worked to get the wood to light, but soon flames flickered and began to fill the room with warmth. 

“What did he want with you?” Nikos asked as he slipped his arms back around her.

“He claimed to have a message to deliver,” Rhiannon answered. “Honestly, it sounded like the ramblings of an insane man.”

“He screamed about you all the way to the dungeons earlier.”

“Why did you not tell me?”

“Pay it no heed. These savages are acting out of pure desperation of late. He will be returned to the dungeons and soon he will meet the end of a noose.”

“Thank you for coming,” she said softly, putting a slight distance between them. “I am afraid the night’s events have worn on me.”

“I am so sorry you were put under such duress,” he said. “I would not have rested tonight not knowing if you were safe. Sleep well, Rhiannon.”

She clutched his cloak as he slipped out of the room; returning the clothing would give her another excuse to see him. The fire crackled in the fireplace and Rhiannon reached under the pillows for the strange package. Her hands shook as she untied the piece of grey cord holding it closed, then pulled back the tanned hide. Her gaze fell on a gleaming silver pendant laid atop an aged piece of paper. She picked up the silver chain so the pendant could catch the firelight. A silver feather with an exquisite emerald stone mounted in its center dangled in front of her. The craftsmanship was admirable, though she had no idea what the object’s significance was. Rhiannon set the odd jewelry aside and took a seat on her bed. The yellowed paper bore the seal of the House of Solis. With care, she opened it, stunned to see her mother’s handwriting covering the page.

 

My Dear Idris

 I hope this letter finds you well. These many years have not dulled my memory of you or our time together. Twelve years ago, I gave birth to a daughter. She has been raised to believe that her father is my husband, Haris, but that story is not true. I have fought to keep her true heritage a secret, in particular since her features betray that she is indeed not of full Kelnorian blood.

 A sickness has overtaken me in recent months and it appears I am to go to my death. I wish to pass with a clear conscience. My daughter bears the name of your grandmother, Rhiannon, and you are her father. I do not write to ask you for anything but your understanding. I have lied these many years to protect her, as her true parentage would not be well received in Kelnore. When I pass, she will be taken under the care of my brother, Stelios, who is now emperor.

 Rhiannon has your eyes and your spirit. I have never forgotten our time together, your passion, or your kindness. Please know that it was always you I truly loved.

 Faustina

The letter almost dropped from her hands, Rhiannon re-reading the last few lines in earnest. The handwriting was unmistakably her mother’s, and the broken wax seal bore no signs of imitation. She grasped the satin sheets on her bed as she picked up the pendant. It can’t be true, Rhiannon told herself as she looked back down at the paper. She was of the House of Solis; her lineage was one of imperial blood.

Stelios would know, wouldn’t he? The urge to immediately demand an answer was strong, but she knew a late-night intrusion would not be well received by her uncle. With care, she wrapped the letter and pendant back in the hide. She gingerly tied it closed with the peculiar thin cord. 

The words had to be the fabrications of a desperate man. But if they are indeed true… Her heart raced with anticipation. The impurity of her blood had the power to change a great deal in regards to her station, but it also could change her future with Nikos. If she, herself, were not of pure Imperial blood, how could her uncle hold a union with Nikos against her? She let out a groan of frustration as she slumped back against the pillows and clutched the package in her hands. Dawn could not arrive soon enough.


      [image: ]Conor poured over the faded map of Blaidd, carefully marking in red ink the roads patrolled by Captain Otho and his men. As he set down the quill, he grimaced. The lines of red continued to thicken by the day. He let out a heavy sigh and pushed back his chair, drawing the attention of Dai, who lay under the table at his feet. The black wolf’s littermate, Ceri, rested on the floor a few feet away, basking in the rays of sun drifting through the window in the study. Autumn had made its presence known across the mountainsides of Pern Coen, and outside he could catch hints of red, gold, and orange layered in among the green trees.

The long, harsh winter would be next to arrive. Conor was curious how the southern invaders would handle the bitter cold and often unpredictable winter storms. The Kelnorians had arrived in early spring and had yet to experience a full winter in the far north. 

He heard Dai shift again under the table and drew his gaze away from the signs of impending winter to the study door. Hinges creaked and the door opened, Dai and Ceri lifting their heads at the intrusion. Upon seeing a familiar face, they resumed their mid-morning nap.

“Otho announced that Idris has been captured,” an older man said as he stepped into the room. “Word is he is being held on the mainland.”

Conor leaned back in his chair, rubbing his forehead at the distressing news. He knew better than to doubt the truth of the man’s words. Leif was thirty years Conor’s senior and had once been his father’s warrior chief and one of his most loyal and long-held friends. The older man’s body was strong but weathered from years spent among the forests and mountains. He was one of five who had made certain Conor and his sister, Brynn, had survived the attack on Castle Clogwyn four months ago. Conor owed him a deep debt for guaranteeing Brynn’s safety. 

The three other men who had aided in their escape were closer to Conor’s age. Aeron and Finn had also been part of the war band, while Macsen had been an apprentice to the clan’s blacksmith and bowyer. Gareth’s old hunting lodge, Cerrig, deep in the near-impenetrable mountains of Ioliare, had seemed the safest place for their party to retreat. The lodge hid them from Otho and offered them shelter as they did their part to defend Pern Coen from the invaders. 

“It was a foolish mission Idris embarked upon,” Conor sighed, leaning back in his chair.

“You know why he left?” Leif asked. 

“We discussed it.”

“And you let him go on his errand alone?”

“He and I did not agree with the gamble he took. I was not about to condemn us all on such a ridiculous hope.”

“They’ll kill him.”

“What would you have me do? Get us all captured and killed?”

“He did not leave you behind when Clogwyn was attacked.”

“Now you have overstepped your bounds,” Conor replied. “Idris and I spoke of the possibility of his capture before he left. He knew the risk he was taking.”

Leif did not respond, the condemnation clear in his eyes as he backed out of the room and allowed the door to slam shut behind him. The older man had acknowledged Conor’s rightful place as Ri, but the two did not always see eye to eye. Still, Leif is loyal, he reminded himself. 

Conor listened to Leif’s footsteps fade down the long hallway before he turned his attention back to the map. He picked up the quill, only to replace it in the inkwell. His frustration continued to build and he pushed back his chair and stood. Ceri opened her golden eyes as he walked to the door.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Conor said.

The wolves bolted to their feet at his words, Dai letting out a long stretch. The two trotted over to the doorway, Ceri’s gleaming white coat a contrast to Dai’s black one. The two wolves were the last of their kind. The rest of their littermates had been killed during the invasion of Clogwyn. Vermin was what the Kelnorian soldiers had called them. Rage filled Conor at the memory. His ancestors were the first to take in orphaned wolf cubs and raise them, teaching the wolves to track and aid in hunts. For as long as Conor could remember, there had always been wolves roaming the halls of Clogwyn.

He stepped out into the quiet hallway of Cerrig, the wolves trailing behind him. The walls were made from solid oak and the floors created from the smooth granite that covered the mountainsides. The hunting lodge had been built by Gareth years before Conor was born, and he had many memories of time spent here with his father and Idris. The building, built to house fifteen men, was eerie with only six inhabitants. 

Now only five, Conor thought as he stepped into the Great Hall. Two long wooden tables were on the far left of the expansive room, and a large firepit was at its center. Four tall windows lined either side of the hall and gave view to the mixture of oak, birch, and poplar trees surrounding the lodge’s exterior. Conor could hear noise from the small kitchen located in the far-right corner, a sure indication that Macsen was busy preparing the evening meal.

Conor pushed open the double doors made of dark-stained hornbeam. An ornate carving decorated the wood and proudly displayed the wolf’s head seal of the Clan of Blaidd. He stepped onto the granite landing and surveyed the rugged land before him. Six steps descended to a small path that led into the dense forest. His father had built the lodge high up on the tallest peak of Ioliare, well isolated from the outside world.

Conor made his way down the steps, Ceri and Dai following behind him. He easily picked his way along the rock-strewn path that he had walked so many times in his twenty-eight years. The trio stepped into the woods, Conor’s soul at home among the tall old trees. There was a solace to the untamed land that soothed him, particularly with his four-legged companions at his side. He ducked under the low-hanging branches of a white pine, working his way off the carved path into the thick underbrush, at ease with his choice of direction. As Conor and the wolves crossed the rocky terrain, he flashed back to Idris.

The older man had approached him four nights ago with his wild scheme to go to Vara and plead with the Duchess of Solis. The news that she was Idris’ daughter had stunned him, and Conor almost hadn’t believed the letter Idris had showed him to prove his extravagant tale. He had protested the plan from the start; the perceived benefits hardly outweighed the risks. Conor did not believe a duchess of Kelnore would give any concern for the people of Pern Coen. He had seen too much of the arrogant, greedy Kelnorians. Anyone raised by them would never have compassion for the people Otho referred to as “savages” and “barbarians.”

The rocks became more numerous as Conor and the wolves wound their way up the mountain. The trees thinned and they came to a long, level slab of granite. Conor paused as they stepped out into the open air. He could see the channel from his vantage point, and through the haze, he could make out the outline of Darnic. Conor’s list of personal casualties from the war continued to grow: his family, his friends, the wolves, and now Idris.








  
  

Chapter 4

Faustina’s Secret





They were in the middle of a war, which made the opulence of the throne room feel ridiculous. Alekos stood with an empty space beside him, relieved that Stelios was too obsessed with the crowd before him to notice. Rhiannon would, of course, be late. She and Nikos had grown even more careless since the spy had been found. Her return to Talekos cannot come soon enough, Alekos thought. If Stelios discovered their secret, it would not end well for any of them.

His father’s general, Titus, along with a few other high-ranked captains were due to enter the throne room at any moment. The men would remain in Vara for a brief respite while bringing Stelios news of the fight in Pern Coen. An overstated ball in the evening would follow the morning’s pompous ceremony and in four days, they would return to their posts with Alekos joining them. 

The throne on which his father sat was far more extravagant since Kelnore’s seizure of Vara. Red linens and silver furs draped the stone seat, showing the might and wealth of the empire. Red rubies on Stelios’ crown sparkled in the morning sun, and the light drifting through the circular windows cast the room in a soft, golden glow. The members of court, military officers, and a few of Stelios’ high-standing guards lined the room, all at attention in front of their emperor. 

Father is never one to miss an opportunity to show off his strength and power. Even if his favor among those in Talekos is fading. Alekos inwardly sighed, fidgeting with the tight collar of his dress uniform. He wished to undo a few of the polished silver buttons but knew Stelios would be livid over such an act. His father turned his head away from the rows of people in front of him and his eyes narrowed as he recognized Rhiannon’s absence.

 “Where is that damn girl?” Stelios spat, his tone low enough so that only Alekos could hear him. “I swear, she lives to make an embarrassment of me.”

 “I’m certain she is coming, Father,” Alekos said.

“You’re as ungrateful as she is,” Stelios said before turning his attention back to the crowd.

A door opened behind Alekos and he inclined his head in relief as Rhiannon slipped in.  The draped one-shoulder gown she wore displayed the scarlet color of Kelnore while her mother’s golden pearl-lined tiara rested on top of her braided hair.

“Where have you been?” Alekos hissed as she took her place beside him on the dais.

“I lost track of time,” she replied, smoothing a few strands of hair that had fallen out of her braids.

“With him no doubt,“ Alekos muttered under his breath.

Rhiannon stared straight ahead, her lips pressed tightly together. Alekos counted two beats until she said, “He is a good man.”

“Which is why I have not said a word to Father,” Alekos reminded her.

Her expression softened as the throne room doors were cast open. The entrance of Stelios’ soldiers was announced and Titus entered the room, the four captains dutifully filing in behind him. 

“Don’t forget to smile,” Alekos said, “lest you end up on the receiving end of one of Father’s lectures.”

A demure look crept over Rhiannon’s face and Alekos plastered on a smile of his own. Stelios stood and grandly welcomed the men he claimed were going to win his war. The situation was ludicrous. There was no end in sight to the siege of Arth; the largest territory on Pern Coen showed little sign of a Kelnorian victory. Ri Blodwen continued to use the high mountain ranges to her advantage. The woman would hole up for weeks on some remote peak, then appear out of what seemed like thin air with an unexpected attack. Stelios’ latest attempt to block supplies from reaching the territory had little effect; Blodwen and her people were nothing if not resourceful. Of course, the fact it is a mere woman who continually outsmarts us has only increased father’s ire, Alekos thought.

Alekos only half-listened to his father drone on about his history of heroic conquests; his eyes were on the beautiful Chloe. Silver jewelry glistened in her black hair and the silken material of her light blue dress shimmered in the sun. The two had grown close in his visits to the palace over the course of the summer and he longed to return to Talekos with her. Instead, he faced the reality of long months holed up on the desolate island across the channel.

A loud round of applause reverberated through the room as the ceremony came to an agonizing end. As Stelios stood and passed them, Alekos could smell the wine on his father’s breath. Drink had long been one of the emperor’s consolers when things didn’t turn out as he wished. Once Stelios departed, Rhiannon stepped down onto the marble floor with an exasperated sigh escaping her lips. Alekos followed her; she was unusually vexed. Nikos had informed him that the spy had broken into her chambers a few nights ago, and Alekos could only imagine the terror the experience had caused her.

“Where were you this morning?” Alekos asked.

He followed behind her, soldiers and court members milling about around them. 

“I had to return something to Nikos,” she mumbled, pressing her way through the crowd.

“Time with Nikos doesn’t typically put you in such a foul mood.”

“It’s the return to Talekos,” she sighed as they slipped out through the lofty wooden doors and into the hallway. “I don’t...”

Her voice trailed off as the two crossed into the high-ceilinged entryway. Rhiannon paused at an opening leading into the gardens and toyed with a lock of her hair. Her gaze focused on the fading flowers beyond the doorway.

“You don’t want to return and marry Drakon,” Alekos finished.

“Nikos and I...” 

“Rhiannon,” he said, “you knew this affair with Nikos was never going to last.”

“I worry about him and you. Now even more so with talk of this ghost wandering that forsaken island.”

“There are no such things as ghosts.”

“Yet it obviously has your concern.”

“Father was correct; it is nothing more than an overly aggressive rebel. We will catch him, make no mistake of that.”

“I suppose I have a wedding to plan,” she said, hugging herself as she leaned against the white pillar behind her.

“Drakon is a wealthy man. I am sure he will make certain the Duchess of Solis has the finest he can offer. And he is obsessive in his desire to gain more land and esteem with Father. You may find you have to spend less time around him than envisioned.”

 “And when I am in his presence, I have no doubt he will be as inexplicably cruel as he has always been.”

“Then inform Father of his treachery.”

“It would be Drakon’s word against mine,” Rhiannon said as she narrowed her eyes. “You know my words would never hold against his.”

“I will care. If Drakon mistreats you in any way, you come to me.”

She smiled and placed a hand on his arm.

“You have always been the one who has been there for me,” she said. “That is a debt I owe you.”

“And I have my own debt of gratitude I owe you.”

“I’ll see you this evening,” she said, her hand dropping. “Thank you for arranging for Nikos to escort me.”

“Enjoy tonight,” Alekos called after her as she strode off down the hallway. 

Rhiannon cast him one more forlorn smile before she departed. If only there were some way to make Nikos more prestigious in Father’s eyes, Alekos thought as he watched her fade from view. He had no doubt his lieutenant would care for Rhiannon far more than the power hungry Drakon, but Nikos’ common blood was an enormous obstacle. His union with Rhiannon would offer Stelios nothing except the addition of impure blood to the line of Vepi, something Alekos knew his father would never stand for.

Rhiannon’s arrival at the Imperial Palace in Talekos after the death of her mother had proved an unexpected piece of good fortune. Alekos and Rhiannon had both lost their mothers far too soon and like Faustina, Rhiannon showed Alekos compassion and kindness. He knew she had felt abandoned when he had left to join the army; she had written him six months after his departure and told him as much. For four years, Rhiannon had been left to deal with Stelios on her own, his father’s hatred of her no less than the disdain Stelios held for his son. Alekos twisted the signet ring on his left hand and turned to see Chloe glide across the hall in his direction. 

 “I am hopeful I am not the only one looking forward to this evening,” she said as she slipped her arms around him.

“You most certainly are not,” Alekos replied.

“Rhiannon left the throne room in a hurry.” 

“She has much on her mind.” 

“Oh, to be planning a wedding,” Chloe said, her eyes wistful as she let out a small sigh. 

Their discussions were filled with wedding talk of late, and Chloe had dropped a multitude of remarks centering on her desire to be the next empress of Kelnore. Alekos was not opposed, though he did have some unease toward her obsessive insistence that such a union should happen with all haste. He was in no rush to marry, though Chloe would make an ideal Kelnorian wife. Her stunning looks would be the envy of many of the noblemen, and she knew her place in society.  

Alekos glanced down the hallway, noting they were alone, before pulling Chloe into a shadowed alcove. He captured her lips in a passionate kiss that she eagerly returned, clasping her arms around his neck. His burdens slipped from his mind as his hands traveled up her back. It was senseless to worry himself with such beauty in his arms.


      [image: ]The doors to the war room banged open and Stelios watched Titus exit, the four captains trailing out behind him. Aelianus and Livius had pleased him with their reports while Porcius and Otho had brought news of more failures. Alekos did not filter out with the others and instead lingered by the table at which the emperor sat. Stelios took note of his son’s presence but busied himself with the map of the realm before him. The land holdings marked in red were more and more numerous, clear indicators that his goal of gaining control of the entire realm was close to completion.

 “Father,” Alekos began, “I noticed no one mentioned gaining access to Arth by coming through the far northwestern edge of Seabhac. If those mountains could be scaled before winter sets in—”

“I have planned how I wish to run my campaign!” Stelios snapped, his eyes flashing with contempt as he glared at his pathetic excuse for a son. “Keep your foolish ideas to yourself.”

 Alekos pinched his lips together before he turned and walked out of the room, his movements stiff. Damn that boy and his insolence, Stelios inwardly fumed, as if a paltry success on the field compares to my years of commanding this army. He turned his attention back to the map but looked up when he heard  Rhiannon’s voice. Alekos was paused in the doorway with her, the two exchanging a warm greeting before Alekos departed. 

Stelios felt his disgust deepen. His arrogant son and his rebellious niece, neither of whom had any respect for what he had done to maintain the strength of the Empire of Kelnore and, by extension, ensure their own prosperous futures. It was Stelios’ love for Faustina that had compelled him to take her bastard child under his care. After the death of their father when Stelios was but a child, their mother had become inconsolable and withdrawn. His father’s brother, Girigos, had taken the role of regent and married his mother two years later. His step-father had wanted nothing to do with his brother’s children and Faustina had essentially raised them both. 

Upon Faustina’s passing, Stelios had taken Rhiannon under his care, in spite of his knowledge of her true parentage. His hopes of Faustina having another child, a son of pure Imperial blood, had never come to fruition; his half-breed niece was all the memory he had left of his sister. Stelios had given Rhiannon the finest things his money could buy, kept her from being shamed before the nobility for who she really was, and planned to wed her to his wealthy, powerful steward. But none of it mattered; she was plagued with the same rebellious streak that had almost been Faustina’s downfall. 

The humiliation Rhiannon had caused him earlier was of little surprise. The older she became, the more she grew to resent his decisions. She would at least serve her purpose in rewarding Drakon. The viscount acted as steward of Talekos while Stelios conquered his vast new territory, and Drakon expected something in return for his faithful service. Her future would be secure in Drakon’s hands, and perhaps the viscount would be able to tame her of her wild ways. 

The conversation between the two cousins ended and Alekos departed, Rhiannon drawing a deep breath before she strode toward the table with an emboldened expression. 

“Uncle, I have something I wish to discuss with you,” she stated, her hands fidgeting with the folded piece of paper she carried.

“And what is that?” Stelios grumbled. He prepared for more of her grievances regarding her marriage to Drakon as he yanked the paper from her hands.

 “I need to know if this is true,” she said as he unfolded the wrinkled parchment with suspicion.

 He read the words and his wariness turned to rage. Just before her death, his sister had written the foreign cur who had ruined their family’s highly esteemed bloodline. She had not only confessed Rhiannon’s true parentage but also her supposed love for the man who had tried to ruin her life. Stelios remembered the night Faustina had admitted to Girogos that the lout from Pern Coen was the father of her child. His step-father had been ready to kill Rhiannon then, but Faustina had pleaded for her daughter’s life to be spared. Haris had been fed the lie that the girl was his own and as far as Stelios had known, the secret had stayed safely hidden.

 “Where did you get this?” he asked as he slammed the letter down on the table, crushing it in his hand.

 “It was given to me. Is it true?”

 “Idris gave it to you, didn’t he? That is why he came.”

 He remembered the brazen man who had captured Faustina’s eye in Talekos years ago. He cursed the day he let Idris of Seabhac go instead of killing him and being done with the sordid affair.

 “It is true then?” Rhiannon asked.

 “Your mother in her youth made a grave mistake.”

 “I was a mistake, then? Why did no one tell me?”

 “Of course you were a mistake! Your mother made a foolish decision and introduced the blood of those barbarians into the Imperial bloodline. Faustina brought shame on the Imperial House. She was engaged to Haris. He would not have stayed with her had he known the truth. The decision was made to keep it a secret. What did Idris want from you?”

 “Nothing of importance,” she said.

 “I don’t think a man would risk his life for nothing of value,” Stelios said, tossing the balled-up letter in the fire behind him. Her eyes widened, her pupils flaring as she watched the letter burn in the flames. 

“Idris of Seabhac is a savage who nearly ruined your mother’s life. I will not have him ruin yours as well. It is time for you to learn your place,” Stelios coldly informed her. “You will return home to Talekos, accept your role as Drakon’s bride, and I will hear no more of this.”

“I have told you countless times I have no desire to marry Drakon.”

 “That is not for you to decide!” Stelios bellowed, slamming his hands on the table and shoving back his chair. “I am tired of your sharp tongue and your arrogance. I have done everything for you and you have done nothing but defy me at every turn!”

  Rhiannon shrank back as he rounded the table, rage coursing through Stelios as he slammed her into the wall. His hand encircled her throat and he pressed hard as he leaned forward to snarl, “You have been a thorn in my side from the moment you were born. Were it not for your mother, you would have been dead upon your birth and I would have rejoiced in it. You will return to Talekos, marry Drakon, be an obedient wife, and bear him many sons. That is your duty to this empire.”

 “Yes, Uncle,” she gasped.

 Stelios released her and she hurried out of the room. His hands shook and the veins in his wrist strained against his skin as he sank back down into his seat. He grew weary of her lack of respect and her refusal to do her duty. There was a part of him that was relieved that her impetuous nature would soon be Drakon’s problem. If it weren’t for her striking beauty, her defiant attitude would have made her impossible to marry off, he seethed. 

His eyes flitted back to the letter, now ash in the flames. Am I never to be rid of Faustina’s mistake? The possibility that Idris’ appearance in Vara centered on somehow eliciting Rhiannon’s aid was concerning; such an alliance could not be allowed to come to fruition. Idris had already lured Faustina astray years ago and encouraged her wickedness. Stelios could not allow him to do the same with her daughter. 

He rubbed his brow, feeling the stiffness in his neck and jaw. The war in Pern Coen had already dragged on far too long; it needed to come to a swift and crushing end. Idris would give him information on the wretched Ri Blodwen of Arth, or he would die.
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