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To my daughters, Kass and Onna






Your beauty lies not in


how you look or what you wear.


It is in the depths of your heart


where character and courage reside.
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A poem from The Twelve Realms






Beauty rare and beauty fleeting


Both with merit worth the keeping.


Guard o’er your heart and all you feel


When comes the Thief


Your love to steal.






~An old Anglosian poem
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CHAPTER ONE

Betrothed







How could she be expected to endure an assault on her freedom? Her future? Her happiness? 

Caityn wanted to stomp her feet or throw something. Still, she had enough composure left to realize only a toddler would behave so. By sheer force of will alone, she held herself in check, but she couldn’t keep the growing monster of dread from tainting her voice.

“I hate being a princess! I’m weary of always being told what I can and cannot do.” Caityn grabbed the pillow from her window seat and squeezed it against her chest. “I want to make my own choices, and I should be allowed to make this one myself.”

“Caityn—”  

“I’m thirteen now. Why can’t I choose for myself, Mama?”

She couldn’t mask her agitation any longer as she turned away and threw the pillow down on the seat. Caityn stared out the window and wished the weather would be as gloomy as her mood. Her mother hadn’t spoken for quite a while, and when Ismene’s voice broke the silence from just behind her, Caityn cringed.

“Daughter, as much as you think being a princess is difficult and drudgery, you have no idea how the world around you works.” Her mother placed a gentle hand on Caityn’s arm and turned her around. “I know you are capable of making your own decisions, but my point is plain, dearest. Every person must take orders of some kind or another. Even your father has rules to live by.

“We all have roles in life which we must fulfill. But, whatever your role, it is not who you are as a person. It is merely what you do. Now stop this fussing and listen, Caityn. ‘Princess’ is not who you are; it is your job. Who you choose to be in the midst, my love, is entirely up to you.” 

Ismene let her words sink in, but Caityn didn’t want to hear any of it. 

“Now, Caityn. I can read the look on your face. This does not release you from your responsibility. You still must marry the man your father chose for you. Pick up your protruding lip and come sit by me on the bed.”

Caityn glowered at the back of her mother’s head as she watched the always graceful queen glide across the room. Her feet, though, refused to budge. The entire conversation unsettled her, and she couldn’t bring herself to comply. 

When the queen sat, their eyes met, and as if willed to move only by her mother’s mind, Caityn approached the edge of the bed. But she refused to sit, crossing her arms over her chest. 

“I still don’t see why I have to marry some stranger, some . . . some old stuffed-shirt!”

“Caityn,” her mother said, reproachful, “I will not have you insulting the high prince with such childish name-calling. Besides, he’s only five years your senior. Be glad your father didn’t wait for a prince of the realms to choose you. Do sit. I’d like to tell you a story.”

She finally gave in, sitting almost a foot away from her mother. Caityn wanted to make it clear she sat of her own accord. It startled her when Ismene wrapped an arm around her waist and scooted close. 

Wasting no time, Ismene began her impromptu tale. “Once upon a time, there was a little princess who loved horses. She was all of three years old but begged her papa to let her ride his stallions. Many times she implored and many times the king refused. She was persistent, and one day his ‘nay’ changed to ‘yea.’

“The princess was thrilled, and it pleased her father to fulfill her wish. He took her to the stables to meet her new equestrian friend.

“One day during her riding lessons, her dear papa had a meeting to attend and couldn’t watch her as she mastered her new skill. But on this day, she had a new audience: a quiet young boy who stood on the fence.

“Now, she was a brave one, if not a little headstrong, and she tried to make her sweet horse go faster than was prudent. She did not listen to her training master. She did not listen to her nursery maid who loved her so dearly, and, sadly, the little princess took quite a tumble.

“My oh my, there was such a ruckus! But, quiet and calm, the boy from the fence carried you home.

“No one stood in his way as he trudged up the hill—he was a prince, you see. And it was quite a sight, a ragtag group from the stables. They huddled protectively around you and the high prince.”

Caityn leaned away and shifted to face her mother. “This story is about me?”

“Yes, sweetheart. You’ve always had a mind of your own, and you can see, ‘tis not always in your best interest.”

“I still don’t see why I must marry somebody I’ve never met.”

“Don’t you see?” Ismene said and folded her hands in her lap. “You have met. The boy at the stables—he is your betrothed. That was the day we made the betrothal agreement. I was worried at first, but the high prince proved to your father and me that even at a young age he had a good head on his shoulders, not to mention a chivalrous heart.”

Caityn flopped back on the bed and grunted, covering her eyes with her arm. “Some prince, who carried a three-year-old, is the ball to which I am doomed to be chained to for the rest of my life!”

She felt the bed move when Ismene stood, but she didn’t bother to lift her arm from her eyes. In truth, it was the only thing holding her tears at bay.

“Really, Caityn, don’t you think that’s a little dramatic, even for you?”

“Not in the least.” Caityn’s distress caused a poisonous anger to lace her voice. It didn’t matter that he might have done something nice when she was a toddler. Neither did she know him nor want to get to know him. Not ever. 

She wiped her arm across her face and thrust up from the bed to stand rigid. “Can you even imagine what ‘tis like to be told you have no choice of who you will marry?”

“Sweetheart, have you forgotten? Your father and I were betrothed. I never met him until our wedding day.”

“Mama!” The endearment was drawn out in exasperation. “I mean, I don’t even like boys. Well, not really. Well, I don’t know what I think of boys, but marriage? I don’t even want to think about it! I don’t want to marry anybody!”

“Even when you’re fuming mad, I love you. Still, Caity, this attitude must change. Hmmm . . . think of it this way. You need never worry about whom you will marry. Instead, you can focus on all the other wonderful parts of being a young woman with a bright future ahead.

“Besides, thinking seriously about marriage right now is unnecessary. Your father and I only wanted to tell you of this to give you time to prepare for the future. We didn’t want to leave it until the last moment.”

Caityn couldn’t keep the hurt out of her voice. “I don’t think it would matter when you told me. I would still hate it.”

She stood stiff as Ismene reached out. Her mother’s embrace and gentle strokes upon Caityn’s head worked their magic. Reluctant though she was to accept the inevitable dreariness of her future, Caityn felt her resolve softening. 

Ismene whispered, “Caity, you will always be you, even though you are the princess of Taisce with a very important role to play. No one and nothing can change who you are. This will always be your choice.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Five Years Later







Caityn plunked down on the window seat of her room where she leaned against the wall and rested her head on the cool stone. A chill ran up her spine as the feeling of being watched invaded her consciousness. She’d felt it so often over the years she’d learned to ignore the dread. 

In a move of defiance against the uncomfortable sensation—and propriety—Caityn propped her feet up on the seat but didn’t care one wit how unladylike it might look. After all, her mother wasn’t nearby, and as far as Caityn was concerned, manners didn’t matter so much in the privacy of her own room.

She awaited her betrothed, the high prince of all twelve realms, who must have been held up on the practice fields with his men. Caityn was expecting him for tea, but if he didn’t come soon, it would be cold. He wasn’t late, but she had a growing anticipation for their future with every encounter they shared, which gave her a thrill of excitement that five years ago she never would have believed possible.

And now, in two days, she would wed him. The thrill of marrying wrestled against the sadness of leaving her home. Taisce, one kingdom of Twelve Realms, was all she’d ever known. Her family and her people were precious, and the thought of leaving them made her stomach churn, but she found comfort in knowing she would be with Theiandar.

Theiandar. He had certainly come as a surprise. 

She gazed out her bedroom window and surveyed the majestic land of her birth while thinking on the events leading up to this week. Caityn’s eyes were drawn to the distant, snow-peaked mountains and the twisting river, but superimposed upon her view were the memories of first meeting her betrothed. 

She closed her eyes and let the images of the past take over her tumultuous thoughts, picturing the beautiful, warm summer day they’d met when she was sixteen. Contemplating it now, two years later, rekindled a mixture of emotions because she’d not then realized Theiandar was her betrothed. It hadn’t helped that when they’d met by chance in the stables, he’d introduced himself as Raz. He’d seemed familiar, but at the time she hadn’t known why.

Sixteen-year-old Caityn had thought of him only as the captain of a guard unit in the high king’s army. Even his men had called him Raz, and she never saw him interact with her father. Of course, as she thought of it now, she realized that during those years she would have been at the village most of the time, helping at the little school or visiting the infirm and widowed. That had left few opportunities to see the two men exchange any pleasantries. 

Her mother and father had been true to their word and never pushed her in thinking of her betrothal. They’d let her just be a girl with a bright future, as her mother had said. Once she’d accepted her fate, she’d been happy, but thinking of marriage had always been pushed as far from her mind as possible. Caityn assumed that was why her parents never told her specifically when Theiandar and his guardsmen came to the castle. Now that she knew him, she almost wished they’d made them spend time together. A small smile creased her lips at the thought.

Of course, the conversation they’d had after their formal introduction on her seventeenth birthday had been horrifying, and the remembrance caused her pleasure to falter a degree. As soon as that awkward moment had begun, everyone else cleared out, leaving them standing alone in the great hall at Taisce. 

In honest and aching bewilderment, she’d said, “But . . . your name is Raz.” 

He’d had the gall to laugh. Caityn’s embarrassment went beyond anything she’d ever experienced, and she’d almost slapped him; the startling, unfamiliar desire had been strong.

He quickly apologized and rambled on about how it was an epithet the other soldiers had placed on him. “I honestly thought you knew who I was—I mean am. Raz. It means secret. The other men thought me pampered and devoid of . . . ahem . . . well, lacking valor. I suppose it was some secret I had yet to discover. Maybe they were right, but the name stuck. Now I hope it implies I’ve learned the secret.”

His apology for laughing seemed sincere, but she was still upset enough to let him sweat while she contemplated his words and actions over the previous year of visits. Though their encounters were brief, until the formal introduction, he’d never once implied he was the prince or her betrothed, and she had no idea how she’d missed it. 

Now sitting here in her room, days before their marriage, she wondered if maybe more of her anger hadn’t been for herself and her blindness. If she’d been thinking of him as anything other than a handsome knight, she might not have missed the fact that he was so very much more to her than that. Of course, she’d come to care for him by then, more than she should have, since she’d not realized he was her betrothed. She could still remember the anguish on his face as he’d apologized again.

“Cait, I realize I’ve embarrassed you. Can you find it in your power to forgive me?”

She remembered nodding but couldn’t recall if she’d said anything in reply.

He’d said, “You are the most gentle and beautiful creature I’ve ever known. Forgive me still, for I wasn’t sure of the merit of this betrothal when my father reminded me of it. But I have relished these several times here with you. They’ve assured me of my father’s wisdom in arranging our marriage. Honestly, I’m amazed he knew me so well. He chose exactly who I would have chosen for myself.”

He’d raised her hand to his lips. The soft press of his kiss, the courtly bow of his head, and the fervent longing in his eyes all worked to melt the stony anger that had attempted to invade her heart.

That was a year ago, and she had to chuckle at herself now. She knew in her heart of hearts this man was the one she desired to be with for the rest of her life. High Prince or servant of a king—it didn’t matter.

* * *

Adair stopped in front of Caityn’s door, which stood slightly ajar. A brief rap on the smooth surface brought no response, so he pushed it open on silent hinges and leaned on the doorframe, admiring his younger sister. Caityn’s head was bent in quiet prayer with her hands resting on her bent knees where she reclined at the window. 

He smiled, knowing she was much more than a russet-haired beauty. Her charm and loveliness radiated from the inside. There was no denying how people of every station were drawn to Caityn’s unwavering, gentle spirit.

Adair cleared his throat and grinned as Caityn’s head shot up and swiveled toward him. 

“Adair, you’re home!” 

He opened his arms as she ran to embrace him with childish abandon. It was good to be home. Caityn squeezed him around the middle.

“That is quite the grip you’ve got, baby sister. It appears you have missed me.”

She let go of Adair and gave him an amused look that told him she wasn’t going to fall for his tricks or teasing.

“I was expecting Theian for tea, but you’ll have to do.” Caityn’s hands flew to her hips as a look of mock surprise broke across her face. “Look at you with this shocking beard! When was the last time your face saw a razor? But never mind! I was afraid you wouldn’t make it back in time.”

He rubbed the blondish-red hair on his chin, sure his own bemusement mirrored the expression in her blue-gray eyes. Adair took her shoulders and held her at arm’s length. 

“Absurd child! I’d have to be locked in a dungeon with no way of escape before I’d miss this occasion! How could I possibly pass over the wedding of my best friend to my best sister?”

She rolled her eyes and grasped his hand. “Look at who’s absurd now. I’m your only sister.” 

Adair grinned wider as she dragged him to the tea table.

“Ah, yes. Of course, there’s no reason you can’t be the only and the best.” He winked. “Besides, if I had to choose between you and our dear baby brother, you know I would choose you first.” He paused with a mischievous look in his eyes. “But only because you’re marrying my friend!”

At this, she reached over and punched him in the arm. “Hilarious, Adair. And you know as well as I do, if Brennan heard you calling him a baby, he’d call you out for a duel.”

He chuckled. There was no denying it; their fourteen-year-old brother, though lovable, was a bit of a hothead. The siblings were quiet for a moment while Caityn served the tea with expert ease. She sipped and Adair held his cup aloft. 

“In all seriousness, you are the best sister a brother could ask for.” 

Caityn shook her head and hid her smile behind her teacup. “That’s kind of you to say. I don’t deserve praise, especially from you—the big brother I always teased and tormented.”

Adair leaned back and raised his arm over his head. “Oh, we both know I only got as good as I gave.”

Caityn, still hiding behind her cup, couldn’t mask the mischievous smile creeping up into her eyes. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. I’m still trying to decide if I should forgive you or rain down retribution on you for the time you stuck a mouse in my pocket and set the cat to chase. Remember how she clawed me up one side and down the other? I suppose you’re lucky Mother didn’t have you mucking stalls and doing every dirty stable chore for a week! It left me with kitty scratches all over my arms and neck, and you ruined my best day dress, frightening me and half the household staff, I might add. Mother was likely relieved no one was truly hurt.”

Adair couldn’t help but laugh at the memory. “You looked hilarious, all flailing about. Besides, working scullery in the kitchen for a week was more than enough punishment. Your honor—and dress—have been recompensed, I think.”

“Pampered,” Caityn said before her genial laughter filled the room. “Yes, I suppose kitchen duty is going to have to be enough. But do be wary, dear brother.” 

Adair joined in her laughter as a sly wink accompanied the sinister tapping together of her fingers.

* * *

Theiandar heard the soft trill of Caityn’s laughter as it echoed down the hall and picked up his hurried pace as curiosity got the better of him. He stepped through the open door, and half joking said, “What’s this? Only my wit should cause the sweet sound echoing down the hall.” He hated admitting, even to himself, that he was relieved it was Adair who he found delighting his betrothed and not someone else. “Should I be jealous?”

He approached the table and Adair rose, his height matching Theiandar’s six-foot frame. The two men grasped arms in greeting. 

“Welcome home, Adair. Cait was just telling me earlier she was worried you wouldn’t make it back for the wedding. How was your time down seas?”

Adair’s contagious grin spread wider at the mention of his travels. “Fantastic, but that’s a story for another day. I doubt Caity would forgive me if I usurped all your time with tales of far-off adventure.”

“Well,” Theiandar said and turned toward his bride-to-be, “we must ensure there is no such usurpation.” Before he even finished the sentence, he was bent low over Caityn’s hand. “I’m jealous, Princess. My wish is for all your smiles and laughter to belong to me alone.”

“I’m sorry to say, but it would be a selfish desire and one I certainly couldn’t commit to, my lord. How dismal and lonely to horde joy all to oneself.”

“Ah, then I count it joy to know you are willing to give me even a little of your smiles and laughter.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Though only because you own my heart.”

He couldn’t tear his gaze away from Caityn. Theiandar was as drawn to her as a moth to flame, no matter how silly that sounded. Her presence in a room was like the warmth from a fire; she carried a comfort and peace in her spirit that continued unmatched in all his travels across Twelve Realms. In his contemplation of being near to her, Adair was forgotten, but his cheerful voice broke through Theiandar’s distraction. 

“Keep your whispering together for after the wedding and in private. Didn’t your mothers tell you? Tis rude to whisper secrets in front of people.”

Theiandar grinned and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’m happy to yell from the rooftops what I told this lovely lady. I only thought to save your ears from the intensity of my ardor.”

Theiandar shot Caityn a jovial smile as Adair rolled his eyes just like she was wont to do. Nothing outside the contentment of this moment mattered. All Theiandar could think about was that in two days, just two days, this beautiful girl—no, woman—would be his bride and, forever, his wife. 

No man deserves such a gift, he thought. But I’ll do my best to love and protect her like I do the Twelve Realms. No. More. I would give everything for both, but without her . . . I can’t imagine my life without her.

It surprised him back to the present when Caityn took his hand. “Is everything well, Theian? You seem to be a thousand miles away. Where has your mind wandered?”

Her indulgent smile was intoxicating. Theiandar stared at her, memorizing all her perfections, because even the imperfections were perfect to him. 

“Not far, really. In fact, my mind was right here, with you.”

Theiandar regarded her quizzical expression and placed her palm in the middle of his chest where she could feel the rhythmic beating of his heart.

“It was here. You are here, and I can’t get you out . . . not that I would ever want to.” A lump formed in his throat as emotions, still so new to him, flooded his soul. “I-I love you, Cait. In all honesty, I am impatient for you to be my wife.” 

* * *

Adair was forgotten yet again, and as much as he loved these two, he must have known he was not wanted in this moment. With the same stealth in which he’d arrived, he took his leave. Neither Caityn nor Theiandar could have known how their obvious adoration for each other left him longing to have a love like theirs for himself.


[image: ]




CHAPTER THREE

Eliya on the Way







“Keegan, get my horse! Honestly, you are the slowest groom in the entirety of the kingdom,” Eliya snapped. “Everyone else is already astride.” I’m sick to death of traveling this road, she grumbled inwardly. “At this rate, we’ll never arrive at all.”

High Queen Zoe cantered up to where Princess Eliya waited to mount her horse and frowned. “Eliya, I realize you are tired and sore from the last few days of travel, just as the rest of us, but the way you treated poor Keegan was unkind. He is doing his job and the job of another man who only yesterday became ill.”

Eliya grimaced and bowed her head to stare contritely at her boots. She hadn’t suspected her grumbling had been loud enough to get her mother’s attention. Eliya knew she’d done wrong, but she had trouble mustering up any real remorse. It was regretful her mother witnessed the episode at all and meant Eliya would have to apologize immediately to satisfy her mother’s acute sense of right and wrong. Realizing this, she gave a curt nod without looking up.

It would do her no good to postpone the apology, since her mother sat by, waiting to witness this new exchange. When Keegan approached the gentle mare to fit the saddle in place, Eliya squared her shoulders and did her best to look regretful amid a contrived apology.

“Keegan, please do forgive me for my curt and rude behavior to you a few minutes ago. I was unduly harsh and was not aware you are currently performing the work of two men.”

Keegan bowed low and replied, “Milady, apology is not necessary, though I accept it and am grateful. I am sorry I don’t move more quick, seein’ as I would do anything to please Your Highness.” He bowed again and with her slight nod of acknowledgment, he returned to finish saddling the mare. 

 Eliya let out an exasperated breath but looked up at Queen Zoe with a trace of a smile and took her mother’s outstretched hand. 

“Thank you, Eliya, for doing what I asked. I know you did not care to do so.”

“Oh, Mother, you know me well.” And that was the truth. She was already feeling better for having said it, even though she didn’t mean it like she should have. “Tis strange how asking forgiveness of others can bring healing to our own hearts.”

“My sweet girl, you find the wisdom in each lesson I set before you. It is hard to ask forgiveness, but it is worth it when we’ve wronged someone.”

She beamed at her mother’s praise, and within a short amount of time, Keegan helped her mount her horse. High King Dante’s entourage was ready to move toward the home of King Othniel of Taisce . . . and her brother’s impending doom. Or marriage, if one wanted to call it that, which she did not. 

Eliya was still coming to terms with the fact that soon she would have to share her only brother with this girl she’d never met. It was hard to swallow the idea, because she always thought of herself as his favorite girl in all the world. Her relief at meeting her mother’s expectations minutes before petered out as she mused, of course maybe he’ll still love me better. Maybe things won’t change with a marriage. 

Then again, her mother had told her of what a marriage was supposed to look like. Her own example from her parents’ marriage was also enough to cause doubt. Unfortunate in this regard, Eliya’s chances of staying top girl in Theiandar’s affections were slim. After all, he grew up with the same parents. It was obvious he would have the same subtle knowledge imbued. They rode through the shadowy forest, and her hopes dimmed once again.

Hours later, the group stopped for the noon meal, and Princess Eliya slid off her horse with more bounce in her step than at the outset of the day. Even though she ached in places she didn’t know existed, it was refreshing to be out in the countryside. 

Her home, High Castle, was a sprawling city situated on a hill next to the Solfen River, but the area all around was fairly flat and somewhat mundane. This place, Taisce, had true majesty. The land’s backdrop comprised blue-gray mountains looming as though they were giants at rest. This view to the north captivated Eliya as soon as they cleared the forest. And here, the air felt fresh and cool.

Eliya handed her reins to Keegan and walked a short distance away from the group, certain she would hear those great peaks, those giants in repose, speaking to her if only she could get far enough from the sounds of the people and animals. She closed her eyes and felt the soft breeze roll over her neck and cheeks. The wisps of wind pulled at her raven hair and tickled her forehead.

Listening intently, Eliya heard a creek. She opened her eyes and looked back to see everyone busy. Instead of bothering them, she decided to take a look for herself.

She could tell the sound was not far and headed through the tall grass toward a copse of birch trees. The sound of gurgling water grew louder. Eliya took cautious steps through the brush as it became thicker and the ground more uneven. When she reached the water’s edge, she froze, thinking she saw or heard something on the other side. Nothing seemed to move except the grass in the breeze. Eliya relaxed and looked closer but still saw nothing. After a moment, her eyes traveled back down to the bubbling brook, making its way lazily through the stand of trees.

She bent down to touch the water, but before her fingers skimmed the cool, wet rocks at the edge, a hand shot out and grabbed her arm. Eliya’s breath caught in her throat as she staggered back.

“My lady.” His voice was a soft, deep rumble, sending shivers down her spine. “Why have you wandered from the group?”

Her immediate desire was to quell the rush of fear by which she’d been overcome. She didn’t answer right away but looked down at his hand, still wrapped around her upper arm.

In an abrupt manner, he dropped his hold and bowed his head. “Apologies, my lady, but while this is part of Twelve Realms, ‘tis one of the more dangerous. You shouldn’t go about unattended.”

Because her pride was smarting and her heart was still racing, she didn’t reply right away. She also forced herself to ignore the intensity of his deep blue eyes, where she was certain reproach lingered.

“I can take care of myself, thank you very much. You certainly didn’t need to accost me to prove how dangerous it is here.” A quick survey of the area around the creek revealed nothing, except to prove to her they were alone. “I was fine until you showed up. What’s your name? I recognize you from my brother’s guard, but I don’t know you.”

She stared at his downturned face and could see the color rising in his cheeks. She must have embarrassed him. Well, good, she thought. Serves him right.

He looked up, only to stare straight into her eyes. It confused her when he gawked and didn’t answer. Being the high princess of Twelve Realms meant that no one ever dared look her in the eye for long. Eliya self-consciously touched her hair before her growing confusion morphed into frustration. 

“Out with it. Sir . . .? What’s your name? You know, I should have you punished for unduly grabbing me.” Eliya raised her eyebrows with mock severity. For the life of her, she couldn’t determine why his gaze rattled her. “You’re fortunate I’m only curious.”

“I . . . I’m Gavin of Taisce, Your Highness. I apologize for causing you any distress. I truly was entirely worried for your safety.”

Eliya cleared her throat and crossed her arms over her chest, allowing satisfaction at winning the word battle to ease her awkwardness. “Well, Gavin of Taisce, you are forgiven, although if it happens again, I may have to enlist the help of my handy dagger.”

Sir Gavin laughed, and it confused Eliya more, seeing how he didn’t even know her and yet he’d caught on to her puckish humor, not taking offense at her comment. The thought of further banter was cut short when Sir Gavin’s head whipped left to scrutinize the bushes on the other side of the brook.

Some protective instinct must have overcome him as he stepped around Eliya and scanned the distant terrain. Eliya sensed the change in him and stood still, looking out into the woods. After a time, Gavin spoke in a low voice. “Please walk straight back to the camp, my lady. I am right behind you.”

Eliya, caught up in the serious timbre of his voice, didn’t hesitate to obey. All embarrassment and amusement vanished, and without a second thought, she flitted out of the copse of trees and across the grassy plain. The questioning look on her father’s face didn’t go unnoticed when she arrived at the camp, breathless and a bit disheveled. He made no inquiry of her whereabouts, and for that she was grateful.

While Keegan fetched her horse, Eliya watched for Sir Gavin’s return with a tight feeling in the pit of her stomach. It was some minutes later when he finally appeared and went straight to High King Dante’s general. They stood with heads together in serious conversation, but Eliya couldn’t hear a word of it. She wondered what had spooked him, but now that they were back with the group, she no longer felt that eeriness creeping over her skin and hoped it had just been a reaction to the knight’s stranger behavior. 

Shortly after the brief conference, they were all loaded and on their way, with Eliya anticipating a good night’s rest ahead, safely behind the castle walls.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Family







Caityn waited at the top of the keep’s entrance stairs with her parents and Theiandar. The lookouts had reported sighting the high prince’s family on the road to the castle, which meant the time to greet her soon-to-be new family had arrived. Caityn’s insides churned, and she clasped her hands in front of her stomach to quell the nerves. Theiandar reached out, taking her hand in his to give it a gentle squeeze.

“Don’t worry, Cait. My family won’t eat you alive. Besides, you’ve met my father, and he has to be the most intimidating and impressive one of the bunch.”

She looked up at him, doing her best to hide the tumult of emotions coursing through her veins. “I’m sure you’re right, but I can’t help being nervous. What if your mother disapproves of me? What if your sister and I don’t become friends? There are only two years between us, and we’ll be living in the same castle. I . . . I don’t know how I’ll handle it if your family dislikes me.”

Theiandar’s good-natured laugh echoed off the castle wall as he placed his arm protectively around her shoulders. 

“You have nothing to worry about then, because they will love you as I love you.”

Caityn forced a smile, timid though it was, and stayed silent as her gaze returned to the tops of the buildings opposite them. She knew Theiandar meant well, but the disquiet persisted, while her vision clouded over with nervous anticipation for the imminent arrival of the high king and queen of Twelve Realms. 

They did not have long to wait. The caravan marched up the hill toward the keep within minutes of Theiandar’s reassurances. The first through the gate was the high king’s general with Caityn’s cousin and dear friend Gavin by his side.

Gavin was the son of her mother’s brother and a guard in the high king’s army. In fact, he had special placement in Theiandar’s royal guard, being specially chosen for this position because he was from Taisce. Each subkingdom had one son in the high king’s royal guard. While only eighteen, the same age as Caityn, he received this honor because, through the rigorous exercises of the royal knighthood trials, he’d proved prudence and courage balanced his strength.

Caityn was proud of Gavin, and some of her anxiety melted at the sight of him sitting tall on his black steed. Surely if Gavin could travel to places unknown and defend her dear country, then she could meet her future in-laws with a brave and steady heart. 

She took a slow, deep breath, determined to handle this introduction with grace. Theiandar must have sensed her resolve, because he wrapped his arm around her shoulders again and grinned at her. Joy and anticipation at seeing his family today reflected twofold in his eyes, and Caityn wished she could feel the same.

With her eyes trained on the arriving caravan, she watched the rest of the travelers following behind the high king and queen. Caityn could tell the girl behind them was their daughter, her soon-to-be sister-in-law. She was younger than Caityn by two years, and though petite, she sat on her horse with a regal air that made her seem so much taller. Something about her blank stare and slightly upturned chin sent a streak of cold shooting over Caityn’s heart. But there was no more time to prepare for the encounter. 

Attendants dashed forward to help the ladies and hold the mounts as the riders approached the base of the stairs. 

Caityn watched Gavin approach Princess Eliya. With swift movements, he reached up to offer his assistance in her descent. Caityn knew he was more of a flirt than gallant, but as much as the kind familiarity of his help should make her feel warmer toward Eliya, it did nothing more than add to Caityn’s intuitive discomfort. 

Gavin bowed and turned toward the steps where Caityn’s scrutiny was met with a wink. She blushed but took his teasing in stride, feeling embarrassed enough at being caught staring that she laughed at herself and his antics. She waved in return before letting her own eyes follow Theiandar’s movement. Instead, the high queen of the Realms caught her attention.

Caityn tried to keep smiling but could only think that Theiandar was wrong. His mother, Queen Zoe, was impressive. Zoe, surely, was almost six feet tall. No one considered Caityn short at five feet eight inches, yet she knew she’d feel inadequate in the high queen’s presence. 

She stared long and hard and couldn’t miss the look of love etched upon Queen Zoe’s face while she embraced her son. It was beautiful and terrifying to see. Caityn mused it meant Zoe would love her as well, or she would hate Caityn for coming between her and her son. Caityn suppressed the disconcerting thought by biting her tongue and fought against the stiffness of her legs to walk down the steps and greet their guests. 

Her mother, Ismene, was already embracing Queen Zoe. They had become friends when the high queen had been a guest at Castle Taisce for three months before her marriage to High King Dante. 

Caityn approached them with trepidation, but Ismene reached out her hand, taking Caityn’s in her own as soon as she was close enough. “Zoe, may I introduce to you my daughter, Caityn? If I must share her with another mother, I can think of no other with whom I would rather do so than you.”

Zoe’s smile was bright, and instead of taking the hand Caityn extended to her, High Queen Zoe reached out to embrace her. “We won’t be formal, dear girl. My son has told me all about you, and I am sure I must already love you, since I feel tears of joy close to escaping.” 

The embrace surprised and relieved Caityn. It took her only seconds to return it. When she did, it felt right and perfect. She smiled. “Thank you, Queen Zoe. My nerves have been getting the better of me this evening, and your welcome of me is refreshing. I, too, look forward to our familial union.” 

“Please, Caityn, call me Zoe. We’ll not use such formality as family.”

“Thank you, Zoe.”

“Now, to make more introductions.”

Zoe beckoned her daughter to come forward. Theiandar had already greeted Eliya, and now Caityn found the strangest dread bubbling up inside. Eliya, while slow to move, obeyed her mother’s call. 

“Caityn, I would like for you to meet my own daughter, Eliya. Eliya, this is Theiandar’s bride-to-be, Caityn.”

A confusing tension pressed between them, but Caityn put out her hand in greeting. “Tis a pleasure to meet you, Eliya. Theian speaks highly of you, and I look forward to us becoming fast friends.”

Eliya glanced at her hand, dismissiveness and reluctance evident in her very stance. She took obvious pains to coax the appropriate reply from her lips, while she barely gripped the tips of Caityn’s fingers. “Thank you, Princess Caityn. The pleasure is mine.”

* * *

Theiandar saw his mother making introductions between his bride and the rest of his family, so he allowed Gavin to pull him away to speak in private. The two men walked a few paces away from the ruckus.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your greetings, Sire, but, while most of the trip was uneventful, we did have one possible incident along the road. About three hours ago, we stopped for the midday meal, and the princess took a short stroll to a creek nearby. I happened to notice her departure from the group and followed her—in order to assure her safety—but, while at the creek, something happened I cannot definitively explain. 

“I-I sensed a presence. I thought I saw movement but couldn’t quite place it. Twas definitely not any animal I’m familiar with. I sent the princess back to the assembly and tried to follow whatever it was I’d seen. I’m sure there was something there, but it moved through the underbrush and slunk away without leaving a trail. I’m sorry. I might have easily failed, and the princess could have been in real danger.”

Theiandar placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Even though he was barely five years older than Gavin, Theiandar felt a certain fatherly spirit toward him. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Gav. You did your best, and I’m grateful for your vigilant protection over my family. No harm has befallen any of the group, and I commend you for it.” He smiled reassuringly. “I think it best we arrange a few extra patrols over the course of the remaining days. In fact, I’d like you to organize them. Make arrangements with your uncle’s captain of the guard.” 

Gavin’s tense face muscles relaxed into a smile. “Yes, Sire. It will be my honor. Thank you, Sire.” Theiandar smiled and punched him in the shoulder.

“No, thank you. With you handling it, I’m freed up to be with my bride! But make sure you give yourself opportunity to come to tomorrow night’s celebration. I think Caityn would be disappointed in me if I didn’t ensure your presence for at least one dance.”

“No, Sire, I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

“All right, soldier, you’re dismissed.”

Gavin did a smart turn on his heel and marched away toward the barracks.

Theiandar shook his head and smiled as he watched Gavin disappear, but he didn’t miss the stealthy approach of someone from behind. He didn’t know who it was until the faint scent of sweet coconut wafted past his nose. He waited until the last moment then spun around, lifting his sister, pinning her arms down, and crushing her in a bear hug.

“Ah, thought you could sneak up on me, did you?” 

While the breath was being pressed out of her, she gasped. “Oh, you big galoot! Let me down! You’re squeezing the life out of me.”

He smiled and loosened his grip without setting her down. “There, is that better, little one?”

Eliya’s glower was only halfhearted. He knew she loved this game they’d been playing since she was a wee toddler. 

She freed one of her hands and reached up to pinch his nose, which made Theiandar’s mouth gape open. With a triumphant laugh, she said, “I’m sixteen. And two can play at this game.” 

Theiandar set her down, and she released his nose but not before planting a kiss on his cheek. “I’ve missed you! Why did you have to come here so early? Isn’t it the bride’s job to plan the wedding? You could have waited and traveled with us. Then I wouldn’t have had to put up with nosy guards.” Her pert lips puckered and eyebrows lifted.

He could tell she was only half joking. Theiandar chucked her on the chin. “Now, now, little one, you know exactly why I came when I did. Besides, I would have been much nosier as your brother than any guard would presume to be with my Little Miss Pouty Face Princess here.”

She sucked in her lips and her glower returned, but Theiandar knew she couldn’t stay mad at him. 

She crossed her arms. “I am not little.”

Theiandar laughed out loud and hugged her again. “You, Eliya, will always be little to me.” He draped his arm around her shoulder, and they strolled along to the keep’s entrance.

* * *

Caityn entered with her mother and Queen Zoe. After seeing them to the guest chambers, she returned to the main entrance in search of Theiandar, where she glimpsed him ambling up the steps with his sister wrapped in his strong arm. Caityn’s countenance fell a notch.

Her reception by the high king and queen had been more than cordial, but Eliya plainly evinced her reticence toward friendship. Caityn could see how close a bond the siblings shared, and she needed things to go well between herself and Eliya. With a deep breath and new boldness, she stepped from the shadows, a smile in place.

“Ah, there you two are! Your mother and father are settling in their chambers, and I would be pleased to show you to your room, Eliya.”

Her courage faltered at Eliya’s aloof reply. 

“Oh, no. Theiandar can show me to my room. Besides, he and I have some catching up to do.”

Caityn glanced at Theiandar. A slight frown creased his brow, but he didn’t respond. In the half-second of silence, Caityn was painfully aware this would be much more difficult than she anticipated. “Of course, I understand. You’re directly across the hall from your parents. Please make yourself at home. My lady-in-waiting, Idra, who is my cousin, is available to answer questions you have about the castle or our prized Taisce.”

Theiandar must have seen the look of disappointment cross her face, because he finally spoke. “No, Caityn, you really should show Eliya to her room to rest and prepare for the evening meal. I have some business to attend. I will see you both at dinner.” 

Caityn hated to admit she was hearted by the almost stern look he gave Eliya. 

“We, little one, will have plenty of time to catch up later.” 

At this, he squeezed Eliya’s hand and reached out to take Caityn’s, which he kissed before meeting her eyes. Caityn smiled back, and Theiandar departed down a side hall. His hasty exit left the two young women alone. They looked at each other, an awkward silence filling the air between them, until Caityn gestured toward the interior stairway leading up to the guest rooms. After a slight hesitation, they both glided up the steps.

The stiffness of the moment grew heavy, and Caityn could stand it no longer. She stopped and touched Eliya’s arm. “Eliya, I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m not sure what is causing this tension between us, but I hope, truly, we can become friends. Your brother means a great deal to me, and because of him, so you all do. 

“As you know . . . Of course you know.” Caityn shook her head in frustration at not finding the right words. “We’ll soon be sisters. I . . . I’ve always wanted a sister.” Caityn paused and tried to make out Eliya’s facial expression. “Please, can we try again, if not for me, then for your brother’s sake?”

Eliya’s look was hard to read in the deepening shadows of the castle hall. “Fine. But I don’t know you, and I don’t particularly care to get to know you. I have plenty of friends and don’t need another one. I’m only willing to try for Theiandar.”

Caityn hid her disappointment but accepted Eliya’s response for the olive branch it was. “Thank you, Eliya. I’m sure you won’t regret it. I know I won’t.” With a forced smile in place, she led Eliya down the hall.

After seeing to preparing Eliya’s bath and making sure she was settled in her room, Caityn excused herself. She stepped out into the hall and leaned heavily on the closed door. Head bowed, she said a silent prayer before she pushed off, feeling much older than eighteen, and retired to her room to prepare for dinner.


[image: ]




CHAPTER FIVE

Castle Taisce







Theiandar walked away from Caityn and Eliya with a feeling of disquiet. He couldn’t quite tell what had gotten into Eliya, but she wasn’t acting like herself. He only hoped she and Caityn could work it out between the two of them, because he doubted he understood how the female mind worked. 

And as much as he loved his sister, there were still times when she confounded him. So far, Caityn had been easy. Every time he and his guard unit had made their rounds through Taisce in the last few years, there had been brief opportunities to spend time with her. 

She was beautiful to look at, but she was also enjoyable to be around. Caityn’s lively spirit and entertaining conversation were appealing enough, and she was never stingy with her smile. He had also witnessed her kindness to her people and the generosity she shared with anyone in need. He’d had no occasion to see anything but goodness in her. However, being a prudent soldier, he knew looks could be deceiving. If it wasn’t for the fact that everyone who knew Caityn adored her, he would question her goodness, but as it was, there was no need. 

Wrapped up in his thoughts, he almost bumped into his father. His father stood in the hall having a quiet, but somewhat intense-looking conversation with Caityn’s father, King Othniel.

“My apologies, Father. My mind was . . . wandering.” 

Dante squeezed his son’s shoulder. “Not to worry, my boy. Between us, I can remember to this day how distracted I was during the week leading up to my wedding. But now that you’re here, Theian, Othniel and I were discussing the supposed sighting of something uncommon in the wood along the road. Your man . . . Gavin, is it?” Theiandar nodded. “He informed the general after our noon meal, and though there was no evidence to support it, I decided to take it seriously, since you have such confidence in the young man.”

Othniel spoke up. “A wise decision. My nephew also has my full confidence. Not to add concern, but I was telling your father of how before you arrived a week ago, two strange sightings occurred in the wood outside the castle wall. One incident was late at night. A guard swore he saw something moving in the shadow near the sewer grate of the castle wall. The other sighting was during the day, by one of our regular cattlemen traveling from Nashua. 

“His cows were behaving oddly, and there was a dark thing he couldn’t describe just off in the grass. One of his boys said his cows tried to run several times, and his dog chased after something in the field. Eventually, the dog returned with a cut on its nose. Now Captain Geir has added an extra lookout to be posted at night, and the gates are closed at dark.”

Theiandar listened intently and nodded. “I’ve also asked Sir Gavin to set up extra patrol guards around the castle. He will coordinate with Captain Geir and have the castle secure at all times.”

“Very good,” Othniel said. “With the wedding upon us, there are many unfamiliar faces in the castle and thus more people to protect. The extra guard is an advantage.”

Dante agreed. “Yes, the people of the realms are here to celebrate this occasion, and we will make sure they can do so in safety!” 

At this point, Theiandar felt his presence was no longer necessary. He excused himself and continued down the hall on his way to the barracks. As a prince, he could have a room in the castle, but until the wedding, he chose to stay with his men. 

It would be odd to have this change after years of inclusion in the brotherhood of knights. He was almost sorry to be losing it . . . almost. There was no denying that having Caityn sleeping next to him and holding her softness against him would be worth the loss of the barracks. Come to think of it, he didn’t feel sorry about it at all.
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