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“But he knew better than anyone that the bruises ran deeper than the skin. They ran all the way to your soul and left permanent splinters in your heart.” 

― Kathy Lockheart, Deadly Illusion
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Prologue


Alban
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ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF the village, I watched Rasmie return from the coast. I shook my head at my brother’s poor judgment. This latest plan was the biggest lunacy yet. What was Rasmie thinking, taking his new idiot wife out to sea? That he would risk himself so easily was ridiculous, especially a man who spent his entire life rambling on about his sense of duty and sacrifice. That he would allow her to use modern technology to communicate with her family—was Rasmie actually mad? Desiree could say anything in her missive. She could call for help and give away our location. My brother was risking hundreds of years of peace and splendid solitude over the whim of his latest squeeze. It was insane.

Glancing across the village, I noticed Jeemie clutching the hand of his bride, and I rolled my eyes. They were both smitten and in love. Gods help us! My brothers were less and less capable by the minute.

I pushed away from the tree and wandered into the woods. What our village needed was a strong, focused chief. Someone who would stand up for the principles of our people. Someone who only spoke our native tongue. Someone who would keep our traditions alive and not succumb to the new ways. What our fair island needed was... me.

“Alban!”

I blew out a breath as Jeemie’s voice echoed through the trees, already knowing I would ignore him. Taking long strides, I headed away from the village, wanting to bask in the wonder of our homeland.

“Alban, wait!”

Despite his recent matrimony, Jeemie was not in charge of me, and even Rasmie struggled to contain the fire burning in my soul. It was as though they both understood the inherent differences between us. While they played along with the rules, perpetuating the rituals of our father, I was determined to make my own, to model the island on my principles.

The gods had spoken to me, coming directly in a dream, and told me of Their plan. The island did not belong to Rasmie or the brat growing inside his wife. The island was mine. Running my fingers over the bark of one of the ancient trees, the thought resonated.

The island belonged to me, and soon, before the moon where the deer shed his antlers, every one of them would understand what that meant.
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Chapter One


Rochelle
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My sisters had always been selfish. Full of their own importance, they’d lauded their experience over me, inferring superiority because they’d been born earlier, and like a fool, I’d believed them. That’s why I moved out of mum’s house, rented my tiny house, and got on with my life. I couldn’t bear their sanctimonious monologues or tolerate the comparisons our mum made.

“Why can’t you be more like Desiree?”

“Why can’t you step up like Elodie?”

I endured years of it, thinking I was happy with Ethan by my side, but when he left, I found myself alone with too much alcohol and too much time to think. I hadn’t heard from Mum, Des, or El until the day Elodie turned up on my doorstep and demanded help. I don’t know why her plea had affected me so much. There had rarely been love lost between El and me, yet her call resonated, and somehow, I found myself at Mum’s door.

That had been four weeks ago, days filled with mum’s endless torment and anxiety. Elodie, just like Desiree, had flown away and not returned. Her phone was switched off, and the police had shown little interest in the fact both of my siblings were missing.

I’d always found our mother’s neverending unease pointless and tiring, but at this juncture, even I had to admit something was wrong. Elodie was as hot-headed and strong-willed as any woman I knew, and if she had disappeared into the ether, things were not right.

Then came Desiree’s text. Completely out of the blue, it appeared in Mum’s inbox a couple weeks ago. I tensed, remembering Des’ lines, her words burned into my psyche.

Mum,

It’s me, Des. I want you to know El and I are well, and we’re safe.

I can’t explain much, but we have a new life here on the island.

I don’t want you to worry.

You won’t be able to contact me, but know you’re in my thoughts.

Des. x

Sure enough, when we’d tried to call her back, her device had been switched off, a frustrating dead-end that never altered, no matter how many times we tried.

I couldn’t understand what had happened to her and El, couldn’t fathom why they would vanish, then send one message, only to evaporate again. Perhaps the missive had meant to reassure, but if that was Desiree’s intention, she’d failed. Mum had spiraled into a downward slump, her apprehension morphing into paralysis, and in the last few days, she’d stopped talking altogether.

Against my better judgment, I moved back home, trying to be the good daughter El had accused me of never being. I cooked meals for her, took her shopping, and tried to distract from her loss, but my sisters were always there—two specters in the corner of the room no one wanted to mention. Frankly, it had gotten to the point where I was genuinely concerned about Mum. How long could she go on like this? How long could either of us go on? This wasn’t living. Hell, we were scarcely surviving.

“Here you go, Mum.” I handed her the mug of hot tea, not even vaguely surprised when she didn’t turn her head to acknowledge me. Ignoring my presence altogether, she sat passively, staring at the blank TV screen. Sighing, I placed the cup on the table at the side of her chair.

“Mum. We can’t go on like this.” I collapsed onto the sofa opposite. “I know you’re sad about Des and El, but you have three daughters, and I’m still here!” Resentment bubbled in my voice, the same familiar emotion I’d wrestled with my whole life. I was never good enough—not smart enough, not attractive enough, not successful enough. I couldn’t compete with my sisters and, to be honest, I’d stopped trying.

“You’re right.” Mum shifted in her chair, her gaze fixed on me.

“What?” I was so shocked she’d replied, I almost couldn’t process her response.

“I said, you’re right.” She pressed her thin lips into a tight line. “You’re still here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

My heart raced as I took in the sight of her. My once fierce mother had been beaten down by the people who’d left her. She was so thin and willowy, she looked as though a gust of wind would send her darting off into the atmosphere. Maybe that was what she wanted—to just disappear as well.

“It means you’re the last chance we have of ever seeing your sisters again.” Her watery gaze drilled into my face. “I’d go after them, but I can’t, Roch. I wouldn’t even survive the journey, let alone the island.”

“What?” I could barely believe my ears. “Are you saying I should go after them? Are you sending your only remaining daughter into the same abyss that swallowed the other two?” My imperious tone echoed around the room. Was she serious?

“I’m asking you to take some people with you and find them.” She heaved in a shaky breath.

“What people?” I was incredulous at her so-called plan. It only went to prove what I’d always known. Losing Desiree and Elodie was a debilitating disaster, but she would happily send me to the same fate. I was the third child, another daughter—infinitely replaceable.

“Who am I supposed to take?”

“I don’t know.” In the most animated display I’d seen for weeks, she threw her palms out on either side of her chair, almost knocking her cup over. “Someone, anyone! What about that boy you date? Isn’t he the Bear Grylls type?”

“Ethan?” I practically spat his name at her.

“Was that what he was called?” She shook her head at me. “I never actually had the pleasure of meeting him, did I, Roch?”

“It says something about our relationship that you don’t even know we broke up.” It was impossible to contain my growing rage. All the years of frustration and disappointment burst to the surface in one ugly eruption. “You have no idea, do you, Mum?”

“You can’t blame me for the way your relationships end, Rochelle.” She pulled her shoulders back. “We all have to take responsibility for our lives.”

“What, like you have?” I inched to the edge of my seat. “Like you took responsibility when Dad walked out on you?” It was cruel to talk about my father. I knew how much his abandonment had hurt her, how she’d never gotten over the loss, but that was the point. She’d insulted me, and I wanted to wound her, wanted her to know a fraction of the pain she’d inflicted by constantly overlooking me.

“That’s different, Rochelle, and you know it.”

I watched as she transformed into a petulant child in front of my eyes.

“None of us know what was wrong with your father, but if what I’ve heard is true, his twenty-two-year-old bimbo is probably part of the reason.”

“Maybe it was you.” I rose from my seat as I jabbed an accusing finger in her direction. “Maybe it was you who drove him away.”

“H-How can you say that?” she stammered, her eyes widening as I approached. “After everything he put us through, how can you take his side?”

“Take his side?” I hissed. “Is that all this is about? A game where we have to take sides? He’s our dad, a crucial piece of the picture, and because of you, he walked away and never looked back.” The rage inside me was like the tide, falling and rising, mutating into despair. “Because of you, we lost him.”

I didn’t know if it was true. Kids never truly knew what went on in their parent’s marriage, but I knew how damn hard it was living with the woman. I knew how much she demanded and how little she gave back. If I’d forgotten, the last few weeks had certainly reminded me.

“Rochelle!” Her voice rose in anger. “Stop this, or I’ll have to ask you to leave.”

“Now, because of you, we’ve lost Des and El as well.” I lifted my chin in defiance, more than happy to go back to my place, but not until I’d said what needed to be said. Not until she’d heard me out. It might be the last chance I got.

“Me?” Her eyes were as wide as saucers.

“Yes, you. You were the one who sent Elodie after Des, and I can only imagine how much you encouraged Desiree to go with Charlie.” I screwed my face into a ball at the memory of the blonde idiot. “You always had a thing for that guy.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

Her voice had dropped to a whisper, and I sensed her tears were close, another tool she used to bribe and manipulate. Another reason Dad had walked away. I’d always been the most like him, a criticism I’d heard from the others often enough, but it had taken until now for me to realize what they meant and how much it affected me. I needed my dad, and I missed him.

“I can’t believe you’re blaming me.” She swallowed as her eyes met mine. “I think you should leave, Rochelle.”

“I’m way ahead of you.” Fueled by a binge of pride and anger, I strode past her, taking the staircase two at a time. Ignoring the sound of her sobs as they filled the house, I bounded into my old room, throwing my possessions into my case. If Mum thought she could manage on her own, so be it. She always had the answer for everything. No doubt she’d be fine.

Crossing the hall, I passed El’s bedroom, and my feet paused. I stepped inside, my brow furrowing as my gaze landed on her notebook. Elodie had been permanently attached to that thing, and it could only have been a lack of space that prevented her from taking it with her. Acting on impulse, I reached for the book and slipped it into the front pocket of my case. This could be the last time I stepped foot in the house, and I wanted this final piece of my sister.

Turning, I paced down the stairs toward the front door. Grabbing my coat, I left my key on the table by the entrance. As far as I was concerned, Mum could cry herself to death. I would no longer be here to witness her misery.
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Chapter Two


Alban


[image: ]




“Where have you been, brother?” Rasmie’s voice thundered around the great hall, inspiring many of those present to turn at my arrival.

“I needed to stretch my legs.” I strode past the throng, their number parting as I made my way to Rasmie’s elevated platform.

“Aye.” Rasmie’s gaze bored into me. “It seems you have developed a penchant for the solitary life.”

“Hardly.” I met his eyes, standing my ground. Rasmie might be the eldest of our number, but he was not the greatest. In my heart, I sensed he knew, and it was the reason he had always been short-tempered and wary around me. Unlike our brother, Jeemie, Rasmie acknowledged I was a threat. “Time alone is good for reflection, brother. You should try it.”

“I have duties to attend to.” His tone was knowing. “We all do, and it would be good if you accepted yours.”

“Is that so?” He had picked the wrong moment to try me. “Let us ask the good people of our fair isle.” Turning to greet the assembled expectant faces, I raised my voice. “Who here feels I fail to participate in village life?”

I glanced around the crowd, daring any of them to defy me. Since Jeemie had taken Rasmie’s wife’s sister for his bride, I had doubled my efforts to ensure no one could doubt my contribution. It was imperative I did not become known as the useless brother of our trio. “Boyd, have I not carried crops from your plot back to the village?” My stare pierced the older man’s weathered face?

“Aye, Alban.”

It was obvious how awkward Boyd was being held to account in front of our maighstir, but I cared not.

“And Caitlin, have I not delivered those same yields back to you?” I spun toward the woman who organized most of the village’s meals.

“You have, Alban.” She offered me a toothless grin. “A great help to me you have been.”

“I have even taken to helping Audra on my walks.” Buoyed by approval, my gaze found the village’s florist in the mob.

“Aye.” She blushed as those assembled turned to her. “Alban has helped identify blooms around the village, Maighstir.”

“I see you are invaluable.”

Rasmie’s tone was sardonic, but he could not dispute that which his people validated. Since he and our brother had taken wives, I had gone out of my way to benefit the island. It was in my interest to do so since one day, all of its wonders would be mine. I had no wish to see it denigrated.

“Indeed, Maighstir.” I smiled as our gazes locked. “I see nothing wrong with enjoying my time away from the village once my duties are complete. Unlike you and Jeemie, I do not have a wife to amuse me.”

“Perhaps we should rectify that.” Rasmie leaned closer in his seat. “I am certain there is an eligible woman who would relish the chance to please you.”

Resisting the impulse to glance around those gathered again, I stepped in his direction. “I appreciate your concern, but I am content to play my part and live alone for the time being.”

Rasmie arched a brow, the gesture conveying his displeasure at my refusal, though evidently, he did not wish to discuss the matter in public. A shame he had raised it then. His attention flitted back to the throng.

“That concludes our meet for this morning.” He clapped his palms together, and my attention fell to Desiree. Curled up on fur at his side, her body barely revealed the baby she was carrying, though her near permanently ensconced hand at her belly did the job. “You all have jobs to attend to.”

I waited as the crowd dispersed, sensing Rasmie and I had more to say. He helped Desiree to her feet, directing her into his seat as he wandered toward me.

“We must talk more, brother.”

“Aye.” I smiled, ignoring his righteous tone.

I knew Rasmie of old, understanding all his weaknesses. Bound by convention, he would begrudgingly be forced to accept I was pulling my weight—a dramatic improvement from the reckless man I had once been. Something had changed inside me, and while it suited me to have him believe it was my unbridled sense of responsibility, the reality was vastly different. Something miraculous was happening while he cavorted with his mainlander. The gods’ intentions had taken my breath away and changed the direction of my life.

“I should like to talk about you, Alban.”

I could not be any less surprised by his verdict. “Me?” My brow rose in a well-rehearsed gesture of astonishment.

“Aye.” Steering me toward the exit, he went on. “I know it is a favorite subject for you.”

“I do not deny it.” I chuckled, glancing back at Desiree. “But what of your wife? Surely she merits your focus.”

“Desiree is well,” he replied as we passed into the open. “Jeemie and Elodie will keep her company.”

Ah, that made sense. So, this spontaneous little chat was anything but impulsive.

“How is our brother’s union?” I asked, feigning an interest I did not feel. I had never played into the dynamic of family, never been engaged or stimulated by its structure. I was much happier on my own, more content with the temporary company of women.

“He seems content.” Rasmie snatched in a long breath as he guided me beyond the village gates. I had the distinct feeling he was taking me from its confines intentionally. “I am happy to see it.”

“Aye.” I glanced toward my preferred walk, not caring one jot for Jeemie’s happiness. “I hope they find joy together.”

“Do you?” Rasmie’s feet halted, compelling me to stop and meet his concerned gaze.

“Do I what?”

“Are you happy for our brother?” He stepped closer.

“Aye.” I shrugged. “I wish him no ill.” My argument was rarely with Jeemie, only with the man who stood between me and autonomy.

“I sense you are pretending, Alban.” Rasmie sighed as if this was the crux of his concern. “As though all of your efforts are only for show.”

“Only for show?” I laughed at his pinpoint accurate assessment. “How do you conclude that, Maighstir? Have I not helped more in recent weeks?”

“Aye, you have.” I could tell the admission was painful, his brows knitting as though the words were poison.

“There is nothing simulated in those deeds. I enjoy helping our people.”

“I am glad to hear it.” His lips curled. “Listen, Alban, maybe I do you a great disservice in this questioning, but I cannot help thinking there is more to this story, and I am compelled to know your true intentions.”

“My intent is honorable.”

It was ridiculously easy to lie to him. I had been born with disdain for my eldest brother, and now I understood why. The visiting gods had told me of their plan. I was due a life beyond Rasmie’s rule, an existence where I led rather than followed. This was my destiny, confirming the contempt I had always carried for him was justified. The cause was as understandable as the reason the crops grew, and the tide pulled to shore. It was the will of the gods—a command so powerful, even Rasmie would have to accept it.

“I want to contribute.”

“What about finding a wife?” His tone was still skeptical. “Will you still obey on this point?”

Obey? My jaw stiffened at the idea of obedience, sensing Rasmie used the word on purpose.

“I am open to the idea but have not yet found a suitable woman.”

“I can discover her for you,” he suggested. “There is more than one rose yet to bloom on our isle.”

“Aye,” I agreed, having bedded most of them already. “But a blossoming bud does not necessarily make a lifelong companion, Rasmie.” I did not know why he continued to push the agenda.

“You do not give the women a chance.” His chuckle was strained. “You covet them only for one thing.”

“It is a good use,” I countered darkly. “I certainly would not take a wife without trying her first.”

“Alban,” Rasmie scoffed. “You wrong the fairer sex with such an assertion. Marriage is about more than only carnality.”

“Is that right?” I could not suppress my cynicism. “Whenever I see you or our brother, it seems to be quite the contrary.”

Rasmie’s laughter rang out among the trees.

“I take your point,” he ceded. “But you should also take mine. I worry for your future, brother.”

“You should not,” I insisted, though I did not elaborate on my reasoning. The truth was, I was the future, and in time, I would take what was mine, but it was too early to tell him. “I am more content than ever, Rasmie, and in time, I feel sure the gods shall reveal my bride.”

“I cannot argue with your progress.”

Once more, he seemed aggrieved by my achievements. Same old Rasmie. He had never been a support to Jeemie and me, and as soon as our father died, he had assumed the role of leader. Jeemie had welcomed the guidance with open arms while I had resisted Rasmie’s rule. He would never be more than my bullying big brother, and the sooner I put his leadership to bed, the better.

“Aye,” I replied. “I am glad to see it acknowledged, though I assure you that is not its purpose.”

Rasmie eyed me, his distrust evident in his burning blue gaze.

“I am glad to hear it,” he responded eventually. “Let us reconvene on the matter of your bride before the next full moon. Nothing would please me more than to see you settled with a wife of your own.” He patted me on the shoulder as if I should be thrilled with his approval.

“Of course.” I smiled as we turned back to the village. “Taing do, brother. Your interest is appreciated.”

Striding back to our people, Rasmie seemed content. I had done enough to reassure him. My thirst for power was going to plan.
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Chapter Three


Rochelle
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I went out of spite, having no desire to go to the same island as my sisters, no genuine concern for their welfare, and no yearning to travel. In the end, it was only the thirst to abandon our mother that drove me. I would prove her, Desiree, and Elodie wrong by mastering the damn terrain. Of course, the wad of cash she shoved through my door had done no harm in persuading me. I didn’t know where she got the money and didn’t ask. Her motives were no longer my concern. I received it as compensation for her behavior—a reward for time served.

Stepping onto the tarmac, my mother’s woes were officially the last thing on my mind.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Karl smiled at me skeptically.

“Have you ever known me not to be sure?” I mirrored his grin, feeling alive for the first time in months.

“I guess not.” He arched a brow. “But even by your standards, this is a dramatic request, Roch.”

“You know me.” I shrugged. “I don’t do anything by halves.”

“Sure, but this?” He laughed, gesturing toward the plane. “This is a good one.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

There was a sexy glint in his eyes that ignited something in my core, a passion I hadn’t felt since things had soured with Ethan. For the first time, this jaunt seemed like a good idea. It wasn’t only about an impetuous sense of retribution and resentment—it was about me. I would do this thing. I would land on the godforsaken rock and achieve what neither of my sisters could—find a way off it—and in the meantime, I’d live a little.

“I love your sense of adventure.” His big brown eyes drilled into me. “I’ve always admired that about you.”

I’d known Karl for years. He’d been my instructor when I’d learned to fly and had walked me through parachuting. Naturally, those pursuits had dried up once Dad walked away and money became tighter, but I hadn’t lost my craving for high-octane escapades and loved his edge-of-the-seat undertakings. He was the perfect person to help me with this endeavor and had happily agreed to assist.

“Well, thanks.” I glanced over his shoulder at the light aircraft that would take me above the island. I was comfortable in the air, so the long flight here had been no trouble. “Should we get going?”

“Eager to leave, huh?” Karl spun toward the craft. “She’s ready and waiting for you, but before we go, I’d be remiss if I didn’t ask a couple of questions.”

“Uh oh.” I rolled my eyes as he turned back to me. “Here we go.”

“No.” He threw his palms up in a conciliatory gesture. “It’s not the Spanish Inquisition. I’m just looking out for you.”

“Go on then.” I sighed, already braced for the inevitable.

Did I know what I was getting myself into? How was I going to survive on my own?

I’d anticipated all his questions and asked myself them a hundred times, but ultimately, I didn’t care. My sisters had always accused me of being impulsive, and this venture was the culmination of their condemnation. I was literally flinging myself out of a plane over a little-known island. I realized the plan raised multiple red flags, but both my siblings had gone there and vanished. Neither appeared to have a signal on their phones. Going there would be the greatest test of my personal resolve, and I couldn’t wait to get started.
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