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Chapter 1

	

 

 

 

"My father is dead," Caya said. Numbness engulfed her, and the parchment announcing his passing drifted from her fingers to the floor. 

How can I read such words and feel so little? she wondered.

But a moment later a storm of emotion crashed down on her, causing her to gasp aloud as she doubled over in agony, arms pressed against her midsection, fingers digging into her shoulders. Her father was gone.

He's been gone for years, a voice in the back of her head whispered bitterly, but the pain was too great for her to pay it any heed. She had hoped they would have time, that once this endless war was finally over she could reconnect with the father she had once loved so fiercely.

"Oh, Caya," Baroness Hala whispered, pulling the princess into her arms.

Caya's entire body convulsed with sobs, and she collapsed against the baroness. "It's not fair," she whispered.

"No, my love, it isn't," Hala said, her voice pained. She guided Caya to a chair, then took a seat next to the princess. Wrapping her arms around Caya once more, Hala cradled her as Caya continued to sob.

Caya had no idea how long she cried, but it felt like days. When Countess Pili pressed a warm mug into her hands, Caya was almost too exhausted to take it.

"Drink it, sweetling," Pili urged.

The only thing Caya wanted was to curl up in a ball and sleep for days, in the hopes that her nightmare would be over when she woke. For the past ten years, she had lived like an exile, banished from the father who'd been her entire world and isolated from the rest of the kingdom of Soraph, Pili and Hala her only companions. And now she would never get the chance to reconnect with her father, would never be able to attempt to salve over old wounds.

"Dearest, I know you're hurting, and I wish I could leave you to your grief, but you must keep your wits about you," Pili gently chided.

The words jolted Caya from her despairing thoughts, and when she looked at Pili and Hala, she could not ignore the strain on their faces. Taking an obedient sip of her tea, the princess tried to marshal herself. However much she wanted to rebel against being asked to push aside her grief, Pili was right.

"Did you read the entire message?" Hala asked, covering Caya's free hand with her own.

"No," Caya admitted, fresh tears pricking at her eyes. "Once I read the news of my father, I—" Her throat closed, cutting off the rest of her words.

Pili and Hala looked more worried than ever as they exchanged a glance.

"A carriage will arrive in three days to bring you back to the castle," Hala said.

A chill descended on Caya. Much as she wanted to be present when her father was laid to rest, she feared returning to a court and kingdom she barely even knew anymore.

"We know this is the last thing you want to hear at this moment, and I wish to the gods we didn't have to have this conversation, but, Caya, you must be cautious," Hala said. 

"We must all be cautious," Pili interjected.

Hala's lips tightened, but she nodded in agreement. "All any of us know of the court is that Arnost's influence over it is absolute."

Caya couldn't suppress her shiver this time. "I will have to be on my guard around him at all times."

Studying Caya with a grim expression, Hala said, "Not only around him, but the others as well. He will not give up his influence easily, nor will he brook any threat against it."

The princess said what the baroness had tactfully left unsaid. "Especially to a princess who's unknown to her people after all this time."

Both women's faces contracted in pain, and Caya saw a familiar anger burning in Pili's eyes.

"We knew this day would come," Pili said. "We've done everything we can to prepare you, and however harsh this will sound, you cannot afford to lose your focus."

Caya's hands tensed on her mug and she took another sip of tea, scalding her tongue. Upon her return to court, she would have no choice but to rely on Arnost, at least for a time. Throughout the years, both her father and the duke had sent periodic updates as to the state of the kingdom, but the women knew they were only getting part of the story. Arnost had forbidden contact with anyone else, declaring the exchange of messages too great a security risk, and Caya wondered if her father had ever realized that, in placing his faith in the extreme measures Arnost had instituted, the king had forced her into utter dependency on the duke.

"You're right," Caya said, taking a more cautious sip of her tea. She needed both the hydration and its stimulative effects. 

"No matter what, you will have us," Hala reminded her. "However fraught our return to court will be, it will give us a chance to reestablish old connections."

Caya wished the idea bolstered her, but it didn't. Pili and Hala were both stunningly wise and capable, but ten years was a long time to have lost contact with old friends and acquaintances. None of them had any way of knowing how much the court had changed during their absence.

"Put on your mask and don't stop wearing it," Pili said, her tone harsh. Caya knew that harshness was born of fear for her well-being, and it sent a shiver down her spine.

Doubts whirled through her mind, but she didn't give voice to them, despite that she knew Hala and Pili would reassure her if she did speak them aloud. They had been her mother's closest friends, and they had devoted themselves to the princess from the moment she had been born, doing everything they could to fill the void left when Queen Sabeth died within days of giving birth. Both women had been far more of a parent to Caya than her own father had been.

But she didn't want to cause them additional worry and distress, and she had an almost superstitious fear of speaking her doubts aloud, as if talking about them would make them come to pass. Despite everything Hala and Pili had done to prepare her, Caya's biggest fear was that she would fail, that she, too, would become Arnost's puppet.
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The doors to King Morgan's war room burst open, banging against the wall and making everyone jump. "King Hamsi is dead," Duke Naveed announced as he strode into the room, his teeth flashing in a grim smile. His gaze locked with Morgan's.

"How did he die?" Morgan asked, trying to maintain his composure. His pulse was racing and his guts were churning. Had he been alone with Naveed, he would have allowed his mixture of triumph and dread to manifest, but his friend was the only one who knew of Morgan's misgivings. The king had made a vow long ago that he would restore whatever peace and order to Wyleia he could manage, and he didn't want to shake his advisers' confidence by allowing them to see any weakness or fear in him.

"Illness," Naveed said crisply.

"Provoked by a healthy dose of poison, no doubt," Morgan said.

Handing the king the message he carried, Naveed nodded. "The likelihood of there ever being proof of that is nil, of course, but isn't it a strange coincidence that just as the princess is on the eve of her twenty-first birthday, her father dies?"

"Strange indeed," Morgan said. At twenty-one, Soraphian rulers began to take on more duties under the king's or queen's tutelage, and Morgan and his advisers had long suspected the last thing Arnost would want was for a growing closeness between the king and his daughter to threaten the duke's hold on power.

The message noted that several people close to the king had also been ill, some gravely, though only Hamsi had died. Morgan wondered what this signified. Had Arnost also poisoned the others in order to provide himself some cover, or had he simply taken advantage of an illness sweeping through the court?

Either way, it didn't matter. Even if proof emerged that Arnost had poisoned half the kingdom, Morgan doubted it would break his hold over the court. In fact, it wasn't a stretch to believe the courtiers had volunteered to be poisoned in order to provide Arnost with cover. Despite that Arnost despised the supernatural, his hold over those most loyal to him seemed magical.

"Arnost has already sent for the princess, and we think we may have a fix on her location," Naveed added, his gaze on his friend as Morgan dropped the message on his war table.

"You think you may have a fix?" Morgan asked, raising his brows.

Naveed winced, even though there'd been no reproach in Morgan's tone. "Arnost sent messages to numerous villages, as always. Our scouts tracked most of them, but a couple of Arnost's messengers slipped away. Even so, based on the last several months' worth of intelligence, we've been able to narrow down the possibilities." He steeled himself, but Morgan knew he wasn't anticipating a blow from his king. Instead, Naveed was bracing himself for an onslaught of self-recrimination.

"Then there's no time to waste," Morgan said, striding from the room, Naveed on his heels.

They had been preparing for this day for years. Morgan's scouts had devoted themselves to the search for Princess Caya with a fervor that had left Morgan awestruck, but they had never managed to find where Arnost had stashed her, which meant the duke was even more cunning than Morgan wanted to contemplate. 

The level of security had never surprised him. Were Arnost's foes in Rostand able to uncover Princess Caya's location, there was little doubt in Morgan's mind they would abduct her for use as a bargaining chip. Her death wouldn't necessarily preclude Arnost from taking the Soraphian throne, but it would make his path immeasurably harder, for reasons both legal and political. However deep in his thrall the citizens of Soraph were, they also held an abiding love for their absent princess, and any failure on Arnost's part to protect her would tarnish his image. Besides, Arnost was not one to throw away any pieces he thought might prove useful.

Yet none of this absolved Morgan's guilt at what he was about to do. No matter how many times he told himself he was attempting to rescue Caya, not abduct her, he could never quite convince himself. He meant absolutely nothing to her, in the most literal sense possible, so how could she see him as anything but a threat?

He had no other choice, though. That much he knew.

"Morgan, I still think it isn't wise for you to—" Naveed began, but Morgan cut him off with a sharp gesture.

"I need to be there," he said, forcing the words through gritted teeth. 

"Why? She won't know who you are, and the danger—"

"What danger? I can melt away as effectively as any of the rest of you."

"You're still mortal. You can still die, and where would that leave us?" Naveed snapped, his voice rising. With a forceful shake of his head, he lowered his voice and injected deliberate calm into his tone, but his hands remained balled into fists. "We can't lose you."

"And I can't lose this chance to rescue her," Morgan said, forcing his own tone to remain level. He understood Naveed's fear, understood it all too well, but he couldn't hide in his castle forever. Cowering behind his throne would not serve his people. If he were to have any hope of restoring Wyleia, he had to act.

He didn't even need to say any of this to Naveed. He needed only to meet his friend's eyes for Naveed to see how desperate Morgan was to ensure the rescue mission went off without a hitch.

"Fine," Naveed relented, though Morgan could see his acquiescence cost him.

"You have been steadfast in your every effort, and I will not forget it, my friend," Morgan said, giving Naveed's shoulder a squeeze. "Our time draws near. We will soon restore Wyleia to its place in the world."

He only wished he felt the same conviction he'd mustered in his voice.

 

 

Chapter 3


 

 

 

"The carriage is almost here," Hala said softly, breaking into Caya's thoughts.

Nodding, the princess took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. Her eyes stung and the skin on her face was raw from the torrents of tears she'd shed. The last three days had been such a blur of preparation and grief that she hadn't had much time to worry about returning to the castle. She had done her best to pull herself together, reminding herself at every turn of the peril she was about to face, but grief had left her dull and sluggish, her mind fogged. She couldn't shake the unnerving sense that she had fallen through a mirror into a parallel world where life as she had known it had been inverted, distorted.

"I'm ready," she said, hoping her voice sounded stronger to Hala and Pili than it did to her. Judging by the glance her two caregivers exchanged, it hadn't.

An unexpected wave of love surged through Caya, and she threw her arms around them. "I cannot tell you how grateful I am to have you two. I could not face this alone."

"You could," Pili said sternly, though the lines creasing her eyes and forehead betrayed her fears for the princess.

Hala's face hardened, and Caya suspected the baroness's voice was more ferocious than she'd intended when she said, "You can face anything." 

Fear gripped Caya, leaving her skin clammy. How long would it be before Arnost devised some pretense for
















OPS/images/Creators-160.jpeg
AMCOLETIACCRELLY





OPS/images/Contributor-160.jpeg





OPS/images/Committed-160.jpeg





OPS/images/A-House-Divided-160-test.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
N1COLE CLESSSSELELL A

KIN GDOM

s The Forgotten Kingdom
BOOK ONE





