
  
  [image: Title page: Of Truth and Peril - Robyn Sarty]




  
  




[image: Of Truth and Peril]

Robyn Sarty










[image: ]
BELWOOD PUBLISHING









  
  Copyright © 2026 by Robyn Sarty 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Belwood Publishing.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by MoorBooks
Edited by Nicole Schroeder
Map by Subtle Touch Creations
Ebook: 978-1-990223-42-6
Paperback: 978-1-990223-45-7








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Glossary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Map of Elaris
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Of Grace and Hope
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  

















For everyone who is afraid to be seen.


It's okay. You deserve to be loved too.
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Author Note : This story combines “The Frog Prince” with Pinocchio in a fantastical setting that draws loosely from Scottish lore. It is not a Scottish folklore retelling. That said, here are some of the unusual terms and definitions that fit this story, along with the pronunciation of some of the character names:

General Terms:
Daoine Sith (Doon-ya Shee) — The term faeries use when referring to themselves
Faery — A race of beings that look like humans but are often shorter in stature; they have wings they can hide and magical abilities.
Glaistig (Glass-chick) — The faery term for witch
Tìr nan Òg — The realm of faeries

Characters:
Niccolò (Nee-coh-loh)
Korina (Kor-ee-nah)
Mara (Mah-rah)
Evadne (Eh-vad-neh)
Places:
Cèilidh Mòr (Kay-lee Moor) — The Great Carnival
Elpída (El-pee-da) — Human country at war with Toricia
Milvelle — Border town between Elpída and Zielmeil
Thyramos (Thee-rah-moss) — Capital of Elpída
Tìr nan Òg — Land of the faeries; it has a vague geographical location, but it mostly exists in another dimension.
Torician Empire (Tor-i-she-an) — Largest of the human nations, at war with Elpída
Villaferro (Vee-lah-fair-oh) — Capital of Zielmeil
Zielmeil (Zeel-mee-ill) — Niccolò's home country
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The first lie he told that day was to his father. And since the king’s invitation to join him in the throne room was more command than request, Nicco felt he could be excused for claiming to be delighted at the prospect. 
He wished he’d been a little less enthusiastic.
As the morning passed, Nicco gave up trying to keep up with all the petitioners. Their voices echoed off marble pillars veined with gold, rising toward a ceiling painted with the victories of kings long dead. He squirmed on the hard seat and tried not to swing his feet. Why did thrones have to be so uncomfortable? Was there an unwritten law that said they must be? The carved marble beneath him was cold even through layers of velvet and brocade.
A cushion or two would hardly ruin the kingdom’s reputation — and might even help him sit properly, with his knees bent at the right spot, instead of looking like a child who couldn’t reach the floor.
The visiting delegate droned on, his accent lilting and precise, the vowels rounded in a way Nicco associated with Elpída’s sun-bleached coastlines and green hills. He wore layered robes of deep blue silk trimmed with fading gold thread. The cut was elegant, the fabric fine yet worn. Eighteen years of war would show, no matter how carefully one dressed.
Nicco’s attention drifted, until he heard his father say his name.
“Prince Niccolò would be honored to meet with your princesses and take part in the ceremony.”
What ceremony? Nicco shot a desperate look at the king. His father didn’t even blink — just sat there, broad-shouldered and immovable, fingers steepled as if contemplating a plate of olives. Nicco knew better than to try to guess whether approval or dismissal lay behind his father’s passive expression.
Right. He knew what to do.
Nicco straightened and smoothed his tunic, his fingers brushing over the small enamel frog pinned over his heart. He put on his best smile. “Of course. Nothing would give me greater pleasure.”
The delegate’s shoulders eased, relief flickering across his lined face. “And the payment?” he asked delicately, as though the word itself might bruise if handled too roughly.
King Giuseppe nodded once, slow and deliberate. “I deem it more than satisfactory for what we will be providing.”
Nicco smirked. His father was no fool. This talk of mutual aid had to be public. A polished declaration that would ripple through neighboring courts before stirring up the Torician senate. The hard details would remain behind closed doors, where no one would be embarrassed by ongoing negotiations.
The delegate shuffled his feet, taking a more relaxed stance. Nicco leaned forward, already anticipating his release from further petitions now that the main issue had been settled, but the man cleared his throat instead, fingers tightening around the edge of his sleeve.
“King Jason of Elpída would also like to offer the hand of one of his daughters to Crown Prince Niccolò, should he be compatible with one of them.”
Startled, Nicco shot another glance at his father — who did not look surprised in the slightest. This, too, was part of the performance. His mother’s expression was just as serene.
“Papa,” Nicco hissed, heat rushing to his face as his earlier smirk vanished. His stomach dropped, the marble hall suddenly feeling much too small.
The king ignored him. “A most generous and wise offering. I believe the eldest daughter would be of a similar age to Prince Niccolò.”
The delegate shifted his weight, the silk of his robes whispering as he did. “All five of the princesses will be present at the ceremony,” he added quickly, “and the prince may spend time with each of them.”
Marrying the eldest daughter would carry implications far beyond treaties and goodwill. With no prince to inherit the throne, her spouse would rule alongside her. And if that spouse happened to be the ruler of another kingdom, then a merger between the two realms would be inevitable.
Nicco decided, then and there, that he would not fall for the eldest. Too complicated. But how old were the others? Surely they weren’t children.
He missed the rest of the discussion, lost in his calculations, and had to be nudged to his feet by his man-at-arms. His movements were a little wooden after sitting for so long, but Nicco joined in the bows and farewells required by court etiquette, then made his escape before his father could command him to stay for the rest of the day listening to the mundane pleadings of the people. Disputes over mules or trade held no interest for him. He slipped out into a quiet corridor, his man-at-arms holding the velvet curtain for him to step through.
“She’s older than you, you know.”
Nicco jumped, turning to find his little sister leaning against the wall, a smirk firmly in place. The filtered sunlight through the ivy-hung window picked out the sharp line of her cheek, and the short cuff of her sleeve showed just how much she’d grown in the last year.
“You were eavesdropping again.”
“It’s hardly a private conversation when it happens in the throne room.”
“Fair.” He sighed, shoulders relaxing slightly. “But you knew beforehand, didn’t you?”
“Of course. It wasn’t hard to deduce.”
“Then tell me about them.”
She fell into step beside him, nearly as tall now — which irked him more than he cared to admit. Their footsteps filled the marble hall, but no one was around to overhear them. Even his guard had melted away now that he was in the family sector of the palace.
She ran through their names, ticking them off on her fingers. “One is five years older than you and rumored to already be betrothed. Besides, the whole reason Elpída is at war with Toricia is that they refuse to be annexed. They won’t allow their crown princess to marry another crown prince unless one of them agrees to abdicate.” She shot him a sidelong look. “You could always do that.”
“And leave you to rule?”
“I’d be good at it.”
She would, he had to admit. “Father would never agree.”
“He wouldn’t. Which leaves you with four other options. Well, two, really. The youngest is probably a little too young. You could wait for her, but choosing her now would be a little strange.”
“I’m not marrying a child.”
“She’s not a child. She just hasn’t been introduced to society yet.”
“Tell me about the others. Why is the other one off the list?”
“They’re all similar in looks, though the eldest is by far the most handsome. Probably because she was born before the war started and they didn’t have to ration food.
“The second is the quietest. Polite, but reserved. She barely speaks unless she has to, and never without thinking three steps ahead.
“The fourth is the musical one. She’s lively and charming, but also the least likely to pretend she likes something just because the court says she should.”
Nicco imagined them both for a moment. Either one would make for an interesting wife, if one were forced to marry. “And the middle princess?”
She eyed him skeptically. “You won’t get along with her at all.”
“So? She sounds interesting. I should at least be prepared to meet her.”
“Fine. She’s smart, confident, and precise — always has to have everything in order, and she notices when anyone else isn’t. Likes to plan everything, down to the last button. Doesn’t suffer fools. Honestly, you’d drive each other mad.”
Nicco couldn’t help smiling at the challenge she presented.
Marcella shook her head. “I know that look. Keep away from her, for both your sakes. You’d be miserable together.”
He held his hands up in defense. “I will, I promise.”
And that was the third lie he told that day.
His fourth and fifth lies were inconsequential, the sort everyone told to make others feel better, and he could almost be forgiven for them. He reassured his blind aunt that he loved the socks she had made him, despite having no recollection of such items. And he told Lord Biaggio’s son at dinner that his study of butterflies was fascinating, when it truly was not.
“I’m so glad you agree. I’ve recently discovered that Papilio aetherialis is said to live only near portals to the faery realm — which makes sense, given that their rainbow of colors is a little preternatural for our world.”
Nicco nodded as if he couldn’t wait to hear more. But he felt sorry for the boy, lost in such imaginings. Butterflies were one thing. Faeries were something altogether different. Next, he would be suggesting that faeries rode on the backs of butterflies. What nonsense.
The sixth lie led to trouble.
The seventh kept him there.
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The evening meal couldn’t finish fast enough for Nicco. His gaze kept drifting to the open windows where the late summer breeze carried in the heady scent of roses from the gardens. Oh to be out there and not stuck entertaining the stuffy delegates from Elpída! 
The wine started making his head ache sometime between the braised lamb and the cheese course. The carefully orchestrated conversation hovered over them, overdone compliments passing back and forth. Everyone avoided all talk of unpleasant things like war and even the more pleasant calcio storico match that was quickly approaching. He scarfed down his panna cotta and stood as soon as he had finished the tiny serving of limoncello that signaled the end of the meal.
His father caught him as he rose from the table.
“Niccolò,” King Giuseppe said, setting down his goblet with deliberate care. “We should speak about the ceremony. And the gift Elpída intends to present.”
Nicco summoned his most dutiful expression. “Of course, Papa. But perhaps later? I’ve developed a bit of a headache.” He lifted a hand to his temple for emphasis. “Too much rich food.”
His father studied him for a long moment, dark eyes sharp and assessing, as if weighing whether this was a true ailment or merely another convenient excuse.
“Very well,” the king said at last. “Rest well so you may be refreshed for your journey tomorrow. It’s a long ride to Milvelle.”
“Of course,” Nicco replied easily, already stepping backward. “I’ll be sure to get a full eight hours.”
That earned him a snort, a sound only the king could get away with in the dining hall.
Nicco escaped before the conversation could continue, slipping through a side door and into the cool evening air.
He’d been presented with plenty of awards and gifts over the years — ornate boxes, ceremonial blades, tapestries too large for any sensible wall. He had the routine perfected. Smile. Wave. Murmur that he’d never been so honored. Endure the applause. Then return home, hand the item off to the royal curator, and promptly forget the entire affair.
Whatever Elpída intended to give him would be no different. He didn’t even know why he had to be the one to accept it. Couldn’t their messenger hand it over to the Zielmeilan messenger, direct from one dusty treasury to the next?
His guards followed him as he trooped down the marble stairs into the gardens, lanternlight casting a golden glow on the path before him.
Nicco turned to them with an easy grin. “A bit of privacy, boys. Not all walks need an audience. I’m meeting someone who is a little shy.” He finished with a wink and the guards backed off with a knowing look.
Nicco didn’t wait to see how long their good humor would last. He headed down the path, boots scuffing against marble still warm from the day’s sun. They would follow, but he’d enjoy the illusion of solitude while it lasted.
There was no meeting. No girl. And one of these days, the guards were going to catch on that there never were any girls. The thought made him snort softly as he passed a low fountain, water murmuring over carved stone while frogs croaked lazily from the shaded pools beyond. Still, it did make him wonder what they would do if he ever did plan that sort of evening rendezvous.
Thinking about kissing led to thinking about the betrothal his father had arranged that morning. Would he truly be forced to marry someone he didn’t like?
But what if he did like one of them?
The idea followed him as the path curved deeper into the gardens, where the air grew sweet with crushed herbs and blooming roses. Golden patches of light drew him onward and the frogs’ chorus rose and fell around him. Perhaps he could bring one of the princesses here someday and practice kissing. He’d heard that compatibility in such things was an excellent sign for marriage.
“All alone, my prince?”
Nicco startled. His fingers slipped along the stem of a rose, and a thorn bit into his skin.
“No,” he said at once. He brought his finger to his mouth, the taste of blood sharp on his tongue. “You’re here,” he added quickly, hoping it sounded intentional rather than panicked.
She was tall — possibly taller than he was, though he was reluctant to admit it — and had a beauty that made him pause. For a moment, Nicco thought she must be close to his mother’s age. Then the lanternlight shifted, catching her face at a different angle, and she looked scarcely older than he was.
“I don’t count,” she said lightly. “I only just arrived.”
“Yes, well, I —”
“Don’t lie, Princeling,” she interrupted, her tone amused. “It doesn’t become you.”
He stared at her, startled. No one ever noticed. Not really.
“How did you get in here?” he asked, intrigued.
She smiled with an arch of her brows. “I have my ways.”
“I’ve never seen you before.”
“Zielmeil is not my home.” She fluttered her long slender hands as if to dismiss the idea.
The way she said it made him hesitate. He glanced at her again, trying — and failing — to settle on her age. Perhaps the shadows were playing tricks on him.
“Oh,” he said. “Are you part of the Elpídan delegation?”
“Not exactly,” she replied, her eyes brightening. “But I’m very glad you mentioned them.”
A flicker of regret stirred in his chest — about the lie to his guards, about how easily he’d slipped away. He pushed it aside and fell into step beside her as she began to walk, her flowing black skirts sweeping the ground.
They followed a winding path deeper into the gardens. Even away from the lanterns, the darkness never quite settled, as if the night refused to fully claim the space. Frogs called from unseen pools, their voices echoing around them.
“Tell me about this ceremony you’re attending,” she said, her voice warm, curious. “It sounds terribly important.”
He laughed. “Oh, you know the sort of thing. Wear something impressive. Say something inspiring. Look appropriately grateful for whatever they decide to give me.”
“Gifts,” she repeated, delighted. “How intriguing.”
He grinned. “Yes. Thrilling stuff.”
She stopped then and turned to face him, her expression suddenly earnest. “You wouldn’t do me an incredible favor, would you?”
“That depends,” he said cautiously, “on the favor.”
“When I was a child,” she said, her eyes casting down in sorrow, “I had a bauble from Elpída. It was my favorite thing in the world. My sister broke it.” She gave a soft sigh. “I’ve commissioned an artisan to recreate it, but he needs to study a piece from Elpída to understand how their artists work.”
Nicco frowned. “You want me to give you the gift?” He couldn’t. But oh, how he loathed to disappoint her.
“Borrow,” she hastened to correct him. “Only for a few days. You give it to me right after the ceremony, and I’ll return it to you here when you arrive. I’d be sparing you the trouble of transporting it.”
He hesitated, then smiled. “All right. I hate to disappoint a beautiful lady.”
Her answering smile was slow and satisfied.
But he had just lied for the seventh time.
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Mara stepped back and let the shadows wash over her as Niccolò returned to the dinner party. Foolish prince. His trust had come easily — easier than she’d expected even with a touch of magic to compel him — but that was precisely why he would be useful.
Her cloak brushed the edge of the portal, but she didn’t step through. The magic of Tìr nan Òg had grown erratic of late, and she couldn’t risk missing the ceremony if she miscalculated the way the time would warp. Better to wait. Thankfully her own ability to cast illusions was innate, and she could hide as long as she wished.
Still, as music drifted from the palace windows, she reconsidered. Perhaps she didn’t need to hide at all. One more guest would pass unnoticed, if she chose the right patron. 
Not the prince. He already thought her harmless, and proximity bred questions.
Perhaps she could join the caravan traveling to the border and save more magic. Pah. The thought of horses made her shudder. At least the ones in the human realm were smaller and lacked the long horns that adorned the massive beasts that roamed Tìr nan Òg. 
A particularly unpleasant one came to mind. Not only had he refused to help her, but he had also given his protection to an annoying young human girl who had thwarted her plans several months before.
Mara dismissed the memory. If the trinket was what she believed it to be, every irritation along the way would be worth enduring.
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The sun had been up an hour, and Korina’s shoulder already ached from being hunched over her desk. The gentle breeze carried with it the scent of citrus from the few remaining groves on the nearby hillsides. She reviewed her carefully written notes and sighed. Reaching for her tea, she drained the last weak drops, the clink of the china loud in the morning stillness. 
Behind her, fabric rustled with the steady movements of someone going about their tasks. “Your Highness?” Her maid, Rhea, interrupted Korina’s thoughts. She stood by the semicircle of five open trunks, holding up two long cloaks. “Should I pack the formal evening capes or the warmer ones?”
Korina’s eyes flicked between them, noting the ribbon binding that didn’t quite match on the evening cape, testament to a repair meant to lengthen the life of the garment. “What are the considerations of each?”
Rhea, accustomed to the questions, raised the lighter one. “We have five of these, but they’re more worn, and Miss Helena’s has a tear.” She switched arms. “The warmer ones are in better condition and you might appreciate them over the mountain pass. But…”
“But?”
“There are only three of them. We’ve not had need of them since Miss Agnes came out.”
Korina nodded, standing with a decisive movement. “Pack the three warmer ones. And put away Melina’s and Helena’s trunks. We won’t be needing them.” She folded her page of notes crisply so that her handwriting was on the top and the old writing was hidden inside. She had stopped asking her father for fresh paper two years ago, scrounging sheets from the secretary, who only wrote on one side during meetings and transcribed everything into the neat ledgers later. 
Rhea gave a quick curtsy and returned to her work, pulling everything from the trunks and beginning to re-sort everything. The best items had been distributed between all five sisters, but now she could focus on the three traveling. At least they were all of a similar size, so most clothing could be shared.
Korina navigated around the trunks and piles of clothing. She had invited Rhea to do the packing in her room as the east-facing window captured the first rays of the morning light and they were able to get an early start on the task. And she was glad she had. If Rhea had worked in Agnes’s room, as the younger girl had wished, Korina would not have known the full state of their travel clothes.
“I’ll be back shortly. If Melina needs you to prepare for a meeting, go to her, but Agnes and Helena can help each other dress for the day.”
“Yes, Miss,” Rhea said, her smile soft and knowing.
Korina closed the door behind her. When they had to cut down on the number of servants in the palace, she had negotiated to keep the woman on as maid for all five princesses. Her husband was a soldier and their daughter lived with her grandparents in the country, and Korina was glad they were able to help the woman.
She turned down the wide corridor, once bright and clean, now faded from years without a fresh coat of white paint.
“Where are you going with such a frown, sister dear?” A gentle voice pulled Korina from her thoughts.
“To see Father,” she admitted.
Evadne looped her arm through her sister’s. “Then let me come along. I shall be a cushion so you don’t injure your hard heads.”
Korina let her sister’s soft teasing pull a smile to her face. She and her father were equally stubborn, but sometimes his pride made him doubly so. She passed her page of notes to Evadne. “Sending all five of us doesn’t make sense, and it’s fiscally irresponsible.”
Evadne studied the two rows of numbers. “It costs more than double to send all of us?” she asked in wonder. “One would have thought it would be only marginally more.”
Korina shook her head. “We’d have to take two carriages, so spare horses along the way for both. Guards for all of us, with Melina needing a full roster on her own. Food, clothing, lodging…all of it. The logical choice is to only send three of us.”
“Three…meaning you and me and Agnes?” Evadne’s tone said she understood the implications.
“Melina doesn’t need to go. And there’s
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