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PRAISE FOR EXILE







“With excellent pacing and painfully emotional moments in the style of John Gwynne, this is a series that will be binged once the four books are released.” 

– Under the Radar SFF Podcast




“The prose is excellent and direct, Exile reads like John Gwynn’s Shadow of the Gods if it was written in first-person single POV.” 

– Timothy Wolff, author of The Legacy of Boulom series




“If you like character-driven epic fantasy and are looking for something outside the normal tale, definitely check out Exile, you won’t be disappointed.” 

– Silverstones Books




“Exile is for fans of epic fantasy and quickly moving plots. There is so much detail given to character building and plot development in this first novel. Yet it never feels as if there is a lack of information—book two promises to bring in more magic and soul crushing battles.” 

– Behind the Pages Blog




“This is one of those rare books that is paced perfectly. It is brisk where it needs to be and slows down just enough for you to savour the character moments and place descriptions. It is a story well worth your time.” 

– C.B. Lansdell, author of Far Removed




“Author Calvin brings the ‘epic’ in this epic fantasy…It is a serious page-turner from beginning to end. So prepare yourself for a good time with this novel.” 

	– Bunny’s Reviews
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This book is for anyone who, 

even as an adult, still hasn’t “found their way.” 

Your time will come.

















AUTHOR’S NOTE




Exile, and The Caein Legacy as a whole, was a very meaningful writing project for this author for many reasons.

	Between 2010 and 2019, I was stuck in a writing drought. I started dozens of stories, none of which were finished, and most of which continue to languish in my drawer of incomplete works. It was a period of turmoil in my life between job changes, the losses of loved ones, and an enormous amount of work-related stress. I was unable to maintain the focus required to write, and I believe my mental health suffered for it.

	Writing is, and has always been, my escape. Without it, I struggled. 

	The idea for Exile came to me more than a year before I sat down to write the first sentence. I ran it through my head countless times, always with the hope it wouldn’t wind up in my drawer, yet fearful it would. I wasn’t convinced I’d ever overcome the pseudo-writer’s block that plagued me.

	Then on May 24, 2019, I was unexpectedly at home rather than at work due to an injury, and I decided it was time. I began writing Exile on that date, which is why on the same date four years later, I’m publishing it for the first time. 

	Writing Exile was the therapy I’d desperately needed, though I hadn’t been aware of it at the time. Through it, I not only rediscovered my creative spark, but I think I found myself too. 

	And that’s why I’ve dedicated this book as I have. I was thirty-six when I started writing Exile, well beyond the age when most would have expected me to know what I wanted from life. I didn’t before, but I do now.

	Exile isn’t a coming-of-age story, but it is a tale of learning about oneself, and truly accepting who you are in the process. I believe even adult readers can relate to this theme—as I said previously, I didn’t truly feel like I’d found myself until I wrote this series. 

	

The Caein Legacy hosts a wide array of characters, but I have chosen not to include a character glossary in the text of the book. The story is told solely from Andrew’s perspective, and all of the other characters are seen through his eyes. 

	As a reader, I personally don’t utilize character or place glossaries, though I know many others do. I have set up a page on my website with a list of characters (including pronunciation guides) for those interested. You can find the glossary here: Character Glossary

	Additionally, I would like to point out that the city named the Capitol was spelled in that manner intentionally. This is a work of fantasy fiction, and I do take liberties with some naming conventions. This happens to be one such occasion.

	As with my other books, Exile is intended for an adult audience. While this first book isn’t terribly dark, the series becomes more so as it progresses. Some themes and language may be offensive to sensitive readers.




I hope you enjoy this first installment of The Caein Legacy. There will be more books to come.

	

							Thank you and happy reading,

								A.J. Calvin
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Though I didn’t know it at the time, I was about to embark on a conversation that would not only change my life forever, but would prove to be a turning point in the history of Novania Kingdom as well. 

I knelt deferentially before the king, as was expected given my position. “Your Highness.”

	The king faced away from me. His aged countenance looked down upon the winter-bare courtyard below, its trees leafless, its paths dusted with a light blanket of snow. In spite of the chill temperature and the lowering clouds that threatened more snow, he’d insisted we meet on his private balcony. He turned slowly, then silently dismissed the guards at the door behind me with a wave of his hand. 

	“Good, you’ve come. Stand up, Andrew. Walk with me.”

	The balcony ran the length of the courtyard; he was often seen pacing here when he required space to think or time to himself. It was common that he held private meetings such as this one while he walked across the time-worn stone, one hand trailing along the smooth railing. 

I stood and fell into step beside him. I glanced at the courtyard and noted it was empty, save for a pair of servants. They moved briskly toward the door leading to the great hall, their breath visible puffs in the frigid air.

	“As you’ve no doubt heard, the council is pressing the matter of my succession,” the king stated gravely, drawing my attention. 

	“Word travels quickly, sire.” 

	In truth, I’d known within minutes of the previous day’s council meeting. Most of the kingdom expected me to follow in his footsteps—I was the commander of his army, the eldest of the royal sons, respected by many—yet it was not to be. It could never be. 

	“I want you present at tomorrow’s council, even though we both know you won’t be named.” He sighed heavily, his gaze fixed on a point in the distance. “I wish it were otherwise, but the laws are clear. It seems our family’s dark little secret has been kept entirely too well, but it must be revealed. I have no other choice. I’m sorry, Andrew. I know this will bring shame to lovely Claire and her ambitious father. And to you.”

	I’d always known the throne would be passed to my half-brother, Colin. The king was not my birth father, as our family had led the kingdom’s residents to believe. I was fortunate that my most notable features were nearly identical to my late mother’s; even our family’s closest confidantes never questioned my heritage. The king had always known the truth, but it had never stopped him from treating me as his son. 

Mother had been expecting when they met, yet he was captivated by her charm, despite the gossip that would undoubtedly arise from their union. To spare her the shame of bearing a child out of wedlock, he married her two weeks after their first meeting, much to the chagrin of his own father. 

The kingdom never learned the truth, but it was destined to come out at the council. I’d prepared myself for the inevitable backlash for years, but the prospect landed like a stone in my gut. 

	I raked a hand through my hair in agitation and bit back a curse. Colin would be elated at the news, while I’d be made a damned laughingstock. 

	“Before your mother passed away, she asked to speak with you privately,” the king continued, seemingly oblivious to my unspoken frustration. “She also spoke with Alexander. I never asked her why, though I suspected she wanted to speak with you regarding your father. It was a private affair. I respected your mother above all others, but in the shadow of tomorrow’s council, I must know. What did she tell you?”

	I recalled the day a little over two years past when I’d been summoned to my mother’s chambers. She was ill with pneumonia, and the castle physicians didn’t believe she’d last the week. A woman who had always been so full of life, so vibrant, had been reduced to a thin husk—pale, drawn, and clearly in immense pain. She’d lain huddled in a mass of woolen blankets when I arrived. She'd appeared so small and frail, fragile beyond reckoning. I’d spent a heartbreaking few hours at her bedside while she intermittently spoke through bouts of wracking coughs. 

	We discussed many things, and my father was but one item on her agenda that day. She’d rarely spoken of him; she remained grief-stricken at his departure more than three decades later. Her tone had often become bitter and pained when I dared to broach the subject. That day had been no exception.

	“First, she asked that I watch over Alex,” I replied. 

	Alexander had his own dangerous secret, and she’d done her best to keep his hidden as well as she had mine. He’d been born with the Mark of the Magi. Under the laws of Novania, he should have been put to death upon its discovery. Mother should have been as well, for her role in shielding him from the law. She’d managed to hide it as he grew up and taught Alexander to do the same, but she feared his secret would be forced into the open when talk of succession began—either by the king himself, or his older brother, Colin. 

	“She was always partial to Alexander,” the king said fondly. “He was her favorite. He’s grown into a fine warrior, and it pleases me that he’s chosen to join you during the summer campaigns. You’ve always proven yourself a worthy commander of my forces, Andrew. I have no doubt you will continue to ensure your brother’s safety while on the battlefield.”

	I allowed him to believe mother’s wishes were as simple as her desire to protect her favorite son. He could never learn of Alexander’s secret. In truth, I believed many of Alexander’s reputed “skills” in battle came from the inadvertent use of his innate magical abilities. He tended toward recklessness at times, and I’d been forced to intervene and save his skin on a number of occasions. I was a decade his senior, but we’d become close despite the years between us. I would have given my life for his, even without our mother’s prompting.

	My own renown was based less on my skill than on my unique heritage. I’m capable of rapid healing and possess greater strength than any ordinary man, thanks to my true father. It was yet another secret I was forced to keep from the king. If he were to learn my father’s identity or the truth of what I was, I would face execution as surely as someone born with the Mark.

	The king’s next words drew me from my dark musings.

	“I’d like you to remain commander under Colin, once he has taken the throne.” The king paused mid-stride to pierce me with his gaze. “He’ll need your abilities if we are to maintain peace in the Northern Marches. The Corodan have become entirely too bold of late, and no one else can claim your expertise in dealing with them.”

	I nodded. “They are restless, sire.”

	“Which is why we must speak of succession now while winter’s grip holds them at bay.” His eyes drifted to the courtyard. “What else did your mother speak of, Andrew? Surely Alexander was not the only topic on her mind that day.”

	I drew a breath, uncertain how to proceed. There were many aspects of our conversation I could never divulge, but there were certain elements I believed I could relay without risking my safety. 

	“She spoke of my father,” I began. “She said he’d been gone from this world for many years. She wanted me to know, to prevent me from a fruitless search that would only end in frustration.”

	The truth was that my father’s people had departed our world for another, and he’d been called away to join them. Mother suspected he never knew she’d conceived a child with him. If he had, there was a chance he may have taken her with him, and my life would have been markedly different. He’d been a powerful dragon-mage, capable of taking on the form of a human man when he wished to. Her words had become bitter when she admitted she’d been hopelessly in love with him—even on her deathbed, she mourned his loss.

The result of their union was an unusual child—my mother referred to me as a skin-changer. I was not truly human, nor truly dragon, but could assume the form of either. With this heritage came rapid healing, greater strength, keen eyesight even in darkness, and an immunity to the most frigid temperatures. As I walked the length of the balcony alongside the king, I was grateful for the last.

I’d always assumed my human form, except on a handful of occasions when I’d been alone with my mother. Faced with a death sentence if anyone learned the truth, I became adept at acting the part of an ordinary, albeit unusually tall man. I feigned wounds at the conclusion of battles, donned extra garments in the winter as though the chill permeated my skin, and took care when interacting with others to avoid revealing the depth of my physical strength. 

	“He is dead, then?” the king asked, drawing me from my thoughts once more. “I suspected as much, but she refused to speak of him. You look so much like your mother. It’s little wonder no one has suspected you aren’t my son.” He sighed, a sound filled with regret. “I fear tomorrow will be a difficult day for us both, Andrew. Colin is a poor choice for king, but I am bound by the law. As my eldest son, he must be named heir.”

	“I understand.”

	“I require a promise from you, Andrew.” He turned abruptly to face me. I was a head taller, and he was forced to look up to meet my eyes. “Promise me you will do everything in your power to keep Colin on the proper path once I am gone. I fear what he will become when he is granted so much power.”

	“I will try, sire, but as you know, Colin and I have never been on good terms. He will undermine me, as he always has, and flaunt his authority—”

	“Of all my sons, you are the most even-keeled. Act as you always have, and Colin’s actions will be swayed. You have made him see reason, even when I have failed to do so.” His expression was unyielding. “You must intervene if he defiles the kingship.”

	I sighed. First mother asked me to protect Alexander, now the king asked me to watch over Colin. My half-brothers would be the death of me, whether my secret was spilled or not. 

	“He may not show it, but Colin respects you. He will listen when you speak. All I ask is that you intervene when necessary. Do not keep your misgivings to yourself, or the fate of our land may be sealed by the folly of one unworthy son.” 

	He was clearly frustrated. Bound by ancient laws, he could do nothing to change them without disrupting the age-old system of succession in Novania. Attempting to do so would likely result in greater chaos than even Colin would sow, and I understood his unspoken desire to avoid the outcome. The nobility would never agree to a change, nor would the governors’ council.

	“I will do my best, sire,” I promised.

The words were weighty as they spilled from my lips. I feared my attempts to talk sense into Colin would prove useless. The king was right to be worried for the fate of his kingdom once it passed into Colin’s hands; my half-brother was stubborn, petulant, vain, and often unreasonable. Colin’s foul temper had gained him an unsavory reputation amongst many of the nobles, and his petty scheming won him few friends. 

“That is all I ask of you, Andrew. Do your best with the situation. Now, go. You will be summoned to the council in the morning. Prepare yourself for all it entails.”

“Of course, sire.”




I spent much of that afternoon mired in an internal debate. Should I inform Claire of the latest succession developments? I was uncertain if it was best to tell her ahead of the council or if I should simply wait until afterward. She’d be livid no matter which path I decided to tread, and we’d likely find ourselves in yet another pointless argument. Ours had never been a happy marriage.

In the end, I decided it was best she hear the news from me rather than through the castle’s network of gossips. I genuinely believed she’d understand the situation and offer her support—I would have done the same for her. We may not have found love in our arranged pairing, but I respected her and did my best to be the husband she deserved.

	I met her in the great hall that evening for supper. She chattered about her day spent in the women’s quarters of the castle and complained the weather had once again been too cold to venture outside. She’d painted while her maid servants sewed a blanket with some of the other noblewomen for the chamberlain’s wife, who was due to bear their fourth child any day. Claire had little interest in needlework.

	The conversation should have been a welcome distraction, but the matter of the next day’s council weighed heavily on my mind. I nodded when she paused and murmured brief agreements, though I had little recollection of what she’d said. 

	Finally, Claire narrowed her dark eyes and frowned in irritation. She pushed a strand of errant hair from her eyes and crossed her arms in a huff. “Andrew, what’s wrong? You haven’t been yourself this evening, and I grow weary of talking to myself.”

	“I’m sorry,” I replied somberly. “I’ll tell you once we’re in private. I have some…unpleasant news.” 

	News I didn’t want the castle’s ever-present gossips to overhear until the council was over and done. There were too many nobles seated at the nearby tables, too many servants eager to glean the latest tidbit of information as they went about their duties. As members of the royal household, anything we did outside our personal quarters was subject to the scrutiny of the masses, and I detested every moment of it.

	She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Surely your father isn’t sending you north again so soon? I know you spoke with him today. Leta saw you on his private balcony.”

	I managed a tight smile. Leta was Claire’s personal maidservant, a young woman who had attended Claire since they were both children. She always seemed to be present when important matters were afoot, and I could only hope she had not overheard our conversation. Claire’s innocent question was enough to assuage my doubts, but it would not be pleasant when I told her the truth.

	“We didn’t speak of military matters.” I paused to push my empty plate to one side. “Let’s go upstairs. I’ll tell you my news when we won’t be overheard.”

	Her beautiful, porcelain features were shadowed by concern, but she nodded and rose to follow me to our private chambers. I was still in awe of her, even after nearly four years of marriage. She was graceful and slender, with eyes that instantly captivated my imagination and simultaneously captured my heart. I would have done anything to see her smile; she was the most beautiful when she was happy.

	But those smiles had always been few. The king had mentioned her father’s ambitions, and Claire was not immune to his influence. She’d agreed to our match for a singular reason, one which I was on the brink of shattering beyond repair. 

	I dreaded telling her of the succession. While I didn’t know how she’d react, I feared it would be explosive. 

	Our chambers had been readied for the night by the time we arrived. The fire was stoked and a pair of candles were lit, left on the writing table next to the door for our use. I was relieved the servants were nowhere to be seen, having fulfilled their duties and retired for the evening. My words were for Claire alone.

	I closed and barred the door behind us while Claire made her way to the fire, where she perched on a cushion near the hearth. The room was pleasantly warm, despite the wind that howled beyond the outer wall. I studied her in the firelight. Her expression was drawn, her eyes distant. I didn’t know if she was concerned or merely calculating. 

	I sighed. I could not procrastinate any longer.

	I made my way across the room and sat down on a vacant cushion facing her. “Claire, you won’t like what I’m about to say. The king spoke with me because he has decided to announce his successor tomorrow.”

	“And he wanted you to be present for the council? That is no surprise.” She shrugged dismissively. “What has you so worried, Andrew? You are his eldest son. The king’s eldest son will succeed him, as the laws dictate.”

	“Claire…” I swallowed hard and looked down at my hands. I studied the rough texture of my fingertips to avoid making eye contact. This was proving more difficult than I’d anticipated. “Claire, the king is not my father.”

	She was silent for several long moments before she stood abruptly and strode away. It was only then that I risked a glance in her direction. Her face was an emotionless mask, unreadable, yet hard. I tensed; I knew I’d receive no support from her.

	“Please tell me you did not say what I think you said, Andrew.” Her voice quavered with barely concealed emotion, but whether it was sorrow or rage, I was uncertain.

	“Carlton Marsden—the king—is not my father.”

	Her mouth twisted into a scowl. “Why did you hide this from me?” 

Her voice was a strained whisper, and I knew the emotion she’d been suppressing was anger. This was not going at all as I’d hoped—but it was going as I’d feared.

	“Claire—” 

	“No, Andrew.” She held one hand toward me, signaling with her pale, slender fingers that I should not attempt to move any closer. “For four years, I was certain that one day we would rule this land. It was only a matter of time.” She shook her head and turned away once more, her jaw clenched with rage. “You knew my dream would never come to pass, didn’t you? You knew, and you never had the decency to tell me!”

	“I’m sorry,” I managed, helpless in the face of her fury. “The king ordered that I never speak of my parentage, not even to you. Believe me, I wanted to tell you. I respect you, Claire. I wanted no secrets between us.” I hung my head, defeated. 

	She snorted. “You are naïve if you believed I agreed to this marriage for love. I was to be queen!”

	I swallowed my shock at her words. “It was never meant to be, Claire. I’m sorry.” 

Her confession wounded me more deeply than any weapon could have. I’d striven to make her happy, to provide the life that she deserved. Now I was faced with the realization that it had never been enough, would never be enough for Claire. I wasn’t heir to the throne; I was merely a decorated soldier.

“He will name Colin, will he not?” she asked. 

I looked up. She stood at the window, her back toward me as she peered into the darkness beyond. 

“Yes.”

“Your brother…half-brother is a disgrace to the Marsden name.” She crossed her arms. “He is your half-brother, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” 

“That means your mother…?”

“She was with child before she met the king,” I replied hollowly. 

“Hmm.” Claire began to pace in front of the window. Her gaze was fixed on something beyond the shadowed panes and she did not look in my direction. “I suppose you’d like me to keep this to myself until after the council meets tomorrow?”

“If our years together have meant anything to you, please don’t tell anyone.” 

I hated the pleading note in my tone, but I knew she was lost to me. She would never forgive me for this perceived betrayal, no matter the reason or the orders behind it. My heart ached with the knowledge that my life with her would never be the same.

“Fine. I won’t tell anyone, but I’m furious, Andrew. This is an outrage. You have deceived me—for years. I will never forgive you for this.” 

“I did what the king asked of me,” I replied bitterly. “If you recall, he was the one who negotiated our marriage with your father. I had no part in it, though I sorely wished it were otherwise. Perhaps this would have been averted.”

“Yes, it would have.” She turned to face me. Tears glimmered on her cheeks, but her voice remained strong. “We would never have been married, and I would have been wed to your brother instead!” 

I was at a loss for words. Had she truly just admitted she would have married the same man that only moments before she’d claimed was a disgrace? Was she so hungry for power that our life together meant nothing?

“You would have married Colin?” 

“If it meant becoming queen, yes!” she shouted. “I’ve been training my entire life for this, and now I learn you are useless. You are nothing but the queen’s bastard son! A consolation prize to mollify my father, no doubt.” 

I rose from my seat but made no move toward her. “I don’t know what the king’s intentions were toward your father. He doesn’t share those details with me. I’m going downstairs.”

I strode toward the door, intent on escaping her wrath. Deep in my core, I knew we were finished.

As I reached the door, she said, “Don’t come back, Andrew. Not tonight, nor tomorrow. I will petition the council for an annulment of our marriage. They can’t dismiss my claim. After all, you haven’t managed to sire any children.” 

I grimaced and strode out of the room. I slammed the door harder than I’d intended and heard the wood splinter and crack in its frame. I growled a curse; I should have kept my strength in check, but it was too late and the damage was done. 

If only she’d known the truth about what I was, she’d understand why she remained childless. I would never sire children, not with Claire, nor anyone else. I’d known for years it was impossible; skin-changers—half breeds—were sterile, and I was no exception. She’d meant to wound me with her final words, and she’d succeeded. The reminder stung. 

If she sought to end our marriage, I wouldn’t stand in her way. Perhaps she’d find happiness elsewhere, though I doubted I’d fare the same. I’d hoped my actions through the years would be sufficient to overcome the devastation my news had wrought in our relationship.

I’d never been so wrong.
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I didn’t sleep that night. It was impossible with the conversations of the previous evening streaming through my mind time and again. 

I paced the castle’s corridors, a hulking shadow filled with grief and anxiety. My final words with Claire had proven more gutting than I’d imagined, and by the time I received the king’s summons the next morning, I was numb and exhausted.

	A servant located me in the castle’s eastern wing as I stared unseeing through a sunlit window; there was movement in the grounds below, but I was scarcely aware of it. It was cold in that wing of the castle, as it hadn’t been prepared for guests in some time. The servant shivered as she delivered the summons, and I silently cursed myself for the lapse, my second in as many days. I’d left my cloak behind in my quarters—Claire’s quarters, I grudgingly reminded myself.

	I trudged behind the servant as she led me to the council chamber at the castle’s heart. I took little notice of the bustle of other servants as they went about their various chores, and I ignored several nobles as they greeted me in passing. I couldn’t muster the energy nor the false cheer to bid them a good morning.

	As I reached the council chambers, not only was Colin waiting outside the doors, but Alexander and Thomas were present as well. The king had called all three of his sons to witness my disgrace. There was no doubt I’d leave the meeting humiliated, set to become the newest source of castle gossip for weeks. I stifled a groan and sauntered toward them.

	Colin was dressed impeccably. He was garbed in a crimson tunic embroidered with gold over black trousers, and wore polished knee-high black boots. I suspected he was dressed in his finery in an attempt to hide the evidence of his vices. On closer inspection, I noted his blue eyes were bloodshot from too much drink the night before, and the shadow of a bruise marred the left side of his jaw. He was clean-shaven and his brown hair was combed and styled carefully; he looked every bit the volatile prince he was.

	Colin smirked as he took in my disheveled appearance. “You look like hell, Andrew.” 

	I shrugged in response and averted my gaze. I was in no temper to engage in verbal sparring with him.

	Alexander approached me, pointedly ignoring Colin’s jibe. “Andrew, what’s wrong?”

	Alexander and I had both inherited our mother’s green eyes, blond hair, and many of her other facial characteristics as well. I was several inches taller and broader in the shoulders, but otherwise we looked much the same. Of all my half-brothers, Alexander and I were the closest; we understood one another, often without speaking aloud. His garb was simpler than Colin’s, though fine enough to befit his station.

“It’s Claire,” I growled. 

I hoped my tone was low enough that Colin would not overhear from where he lounged against the wall nearby. I didn’t have the patience for my unruly half-brother’s barbed tongue, and if pressed, I’d likely find myself in a cell overnight as punishment for public brawling.

	Alexander nodded. Questions flitted through his eyes, but he left them unspoken. I was grateful for his discretion.

	Thomas fidgeted nervously a few paces away. He was just past his twentieth name day and had never liked being placed in the spotlight, regardless of the occasion. He spent much of his time in the castle’s library, assisting the clerics with their work and poring over ancient texts and histories. Thomas possessed a brilliant mind but was prone to social anxiety. As the king’s youngest son, he was never expected to rule nor lead negotiations. The summons to the council had clearly made him edgy. 

	Like Alexander, Thomas was dressed according to his station, but had forgone the level of finery Colin sported. He’d inherited Carlton’s blue eyes and brown hair, though his profile was strikingly similar to our late mother’s. 

	We were forced to wait several minutes before the doors to the council chamber opened. One of the court heralds, garbed in crimson and black livery marked with the Marsden boar, ushered us inside. The king stood at the end of the long oaken table, flanked on either side by five of the seven governors of the realm. The governors were elected by the people of each province to represent them at court and in matters of state. The king had always valued their opinions and guidance, considering them equal to the nobility who were born into their superior roles. 

To my relief, none of the nobility were present, though I was certain word would reach them within minutes of the council’s conclusion. Colin wouldn’t hesitate to spread word of my disgrace at the first opportunity.

	We stood at the opposite end of the table from the king, with myself and Colin in the center and Alexander and Thomas on either side. Thomas continued to fidget, and I noted his father frowned in disapproval. Poor Thomas seemed unaware he caused the distraction, or perhaps he simply didn’t care as his anxiety continued to mount.

	“I have brought you together today to announce my successor,” the king began. He locked his gaze with mine before he turned it upon the council. “As some of you have pointed out in recent weeks, I am no longer as young as I used to be, and this formality must be concluded.” 

	His statement elicited a few brief chuckles from the governors. The king smiled, though it appeared forced. I noted the strain he was under, though he made a valiant effort to maintain his amiable façade.

	“Before I announce my successor, there are a few familial matters that must be presented to the council.” The king cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable, then pressed on. “First, I present Andrew’s official birth record. Please examine it carefully.” 

	My muscles tensed of their own accord as the governors huddled around the sheet of parchment the king placed on the table between them. I knew what the record stated; I was the son of Carra Winston, and “man unknown.” It was only seconds before the first governor made an exclamation of surprise and pointed animatedly at a particular line on the document. 

I sighed and looked down, ashamed and humiliated. Throughout my life, I’d always hoped to be long gone from Novania before this day arrived, but duty had bound me to the king—and to my half-brothers. I wouldn’t abandon my family simply to avoid the inevitable scandal that was now primed to unfold.

	Colin shifted from foot to foot, his interest piqued. He remained silent but shot a smirk in my direction; he hadn’t been given leave to speak, but no one could stop him from goading me with his expression. Colin could be an intolerable bastard, but he knew when to follow proper etiquette—most of the time.

	“Sire, is this true?” Chadwick Norse of the Eastern Marshes asked. He appeared aghast and gaped at me and the king in turns.

	“It is,” the king confirmed. “Andrew is not a Marsden, and thus cannot rule.”

	Unable to control himself any longer, Colin laughed aloud, earning a stern glare from his father. The look served to silence him, but he continued to smirk smugly. Perhaps the lack of sleep fouled my mood, but I found his behavior more deplorable than usual. I clenched my jaw and focused on the tiled floor.

	“Sire, how long have you known of Andrew’s heritage?” asked Tyrus Walsh of Barrier’s Watch. 

	“I have always known.” The king cleared his throat again. “I loved Carra dearly from the moment we met. She was already with child then, but not far along. To spare her shame, we married quickly and I raised Andrew as one of my own.” He paused to study each of the governors in turn. “As much as it shocks you that he cannot rule, I have asked that he continue in his role as commander of the kingdom’s armies. It is a role he excels in. Are there any who disagree with this course of action?”

	The governors murmured their assent, though I could feel their eyes on me. I continued to stare at the scuffed toes of my boots, willing this damned meeting to be finished so I could retreat to the barracks for some much-needed rest. I could not return to my own chambers until Claire vacated them; she’d made it clear she wanted nothing more to do with me. I was the queen’s bastard son, unworthy of her company.

	Tyrus voiced the next question, which only served to wound me further. “Sire, given this new information, I feel it prudent that Andrew drops the Marsden name.”

	My shoulders slumped in defeat as I suppressed a sigh. The petition had been inevitable, but I’d failed to see it coming. Between Claire’s rejection and the loss of the surname the king had so graciously given me, I was reeling. I looked up, silently imploring him to dismiss the request, but to no avail.

	“Given the laws of this realm, I suppose you are correct, Tyrus,” the king conceded, his tone sorrowful. His piercing blue eyes met my own. “I’m sorry, Andrew.”

	I clenched my jaw and looked away. My world was shattered. 

	The proceedings continued, but I only half-listened to what was said. In the span of a day, my life had been ripped apart, all I knew stripped away. I was nothing. Less than nothing, according to Novanian law. 

“The next document I present is the birth record of Colin Marsden.” 

I registered the words through a haze of despair. 

Colin tensed in anticipation. I glanced at him briefly and wished I could wipe the knowing smirk from his face with a solid right hook. That course of action would land me months in the dungeon now that everyone in the room knew I was not Carlton’s son. I steeled myself and looked away, resolute in my determination to keep my temper in check.

“I propose Colin Marsden be named my successor as my eldest legitimate son,” the king stated. His voice was weary; the brief meeting had taken its toll. “Are there any objections to this course of action?”

There were none; the council could not dispute the ancient law that held sway over the leadership of Novania. With the formalities finally at an end, Colin rushed from my side and proudly strode up to his father. He paused to leer in my direction. In that moment, I knew the kingdom was in store for a troubled era once his father vacated the throne. I hoped we’d have many years of Carlton’s rule before Colin’s ascension.

As Colin began speaking animatedly to his father, I turned to take my leave of the situation. I was in the corridor before I realized that Alexander had followed me.

“Andrew,” he said as he fell into step beside me, “I’m sorry it came to this.” He glanced around, took note of the numerous servants nearby, then said, “Come up to my room, brother. We should talk.”

Resigned, I nodded and followed him upstairs without a word. 

I sat down heavily on a padded bench once inside Alexander’s room, while he closed and barred the door. I stared at the patterned carpet while tendrils of despair began to wrap themselves around my heart. I’d been disgraced in front of the council, Claire was leaving me, and I believed that once the king was gone, Colin would do his best to have me exiled—or worse. I knew he would not hesitate to further my ruin. In fact, he would relish it.

“Mother told me the day before she passed about your secret,” Alexander said slowly. “She said you knew of my secret as well, and that she’d asked you to watch over me.” He paused, and a faint smile formed at the corner of his mouth. “She always worried too much about my welfare.”

I peered up at him but was unable to return his smile. “She was right to worry about you, Alex. If the king knew, or if Colin finds out…”

Alexander rolled his eyes. “I know, but I have made it this far without detection. As long as I continue to—”

“Alex, you know you can’t trust Colin,” I cut him off. “He will inevitably do something to force your hand—and when he does, I’ll be forced to act as well.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, Andrew?”

“I promised mother I’d protect you, and that’s what I’ll do, no matter the cost.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I’ve already lost so damned much during the last two days. I won’t lose the only brother I can rely on too.”

Alexander studied my face for several moments, then nodded as though he’d learned something important. “You told Claire what the council would learn today, didn’t you?”

I nodded wearily. “I hoped she’d understand. I wanted to do right by her. But that doesn’t matter. She’s petitioning for an annulment.”

“Ah, shit, I’m sorry,” Alexander shook his head. “I knew her father was ambitious, but I didn’t realize she shared his lofty aspirations.”

I snorted. “She is nothing if not her father’s daughter. She said she’d rather have Colin.”

“Andrew…”

I crossed my arms and leaned back. I needed a break from the topic of my ruination. “Do you mind if I use your bench for a nap? I can’t return to my room. Claire won’t allow it.”

“You were pacing the corridors all night, weren’t you?” 

I shrugged. Alexander knew my habits well enough; when I was troubled, sleep was elusive and I had a tendency to wander. 

“Get some rest, brother. I’ll make sure no one disturbs you.”


The room was in semi-darkness when I awoke. The dying embers of the fire from my brother’s hearth produced a soft glow, but I could see well enough.

	 Alexander was asleep in his bed. I sat up and stretched; the bench I’d fallen asleep on was uncomfortable and had left me stiff and sore, but within a few minutes, my discomfort would dissipate thanks to my unusual physiology. I wasn’t certain how long I’d been asleep, but it must have been hours.

	I rose quietly and made my way to the fireplace. Frost was beginning to form on the interior of Alexander’s east-facing window, and I noted the first hints of dawn were beginning to lighten the starlit sky. I’d been asleep most of the day and the entire night as well. I stoked the fire, then made my way to the window.

	Alexander’s room overlooked the barracks. I watched the castle’s garrison stir; some dispersed for the day’s watch while others returned from the night’s three stories below. I would check on the soldiers later that morning, once I’d spoken to Alexander. I hoped that fulfilling my duties as commander would take my mind away from Claire and the succession.

	After a time, the first rays of a pale winter sun emerged above the castle walls, painting the sky in shades of gold. The castle’s residents began to bustle through the courtyard; servants scurried about on various errands, the smiths heated the forges, stable hands pitched hay and mucked stalls. It seemed life had resumed its normal rhythm, despite the previous day’s revelations. No doubt they were the talk of the castle by now.

	I groaned aloud and heard Alexander stir behind me.

	“Andrew? How long have you been standing there?” 

	I shrugged but didn’t turn around. “A while. I didn’t want to wake you.”

	He snorted. “Ever the guardian.” He paused amidst a rustle of blankets. “I was glad to see you rest, although I think your snoring may have awakened the dead in the crypts outside the walls.”

	It was Alexander’s way of coping with difficult situations; he’d jest and force a smile onto the faces of those around him. Despite myself, I chuckled.

	“I’ll stay in the barracks tonight,” I assured him. “I still have the commander’s quarters there, and none of the men will complain about the noise.” I turned away from the window to find Alexander had disappeared inside his spacious wardrobe.

	“Not to your face, perhaps,” he quipped from within. “Believe me, they’ll complain to one another!” 

	A moment later, a pair of trousers flew from the confines of the wardrobe to land near my feet followed by a clean shirt. Alexander’s face appeared in the closet doorway wearing a grin. 

	“You ought to change your clothes before you go wandering about the castle today. It’s obvious you’ve slept in what you’re currently wearing.”

	“Fine.” I picked up the offered garments and began to change. The trousers were too short for me, but my boots would cover the gap. “Thank you, Alex.”

	He stepped into the room once more, dressed for the day. “Someone has to look after you,” he replied with a shrug. “You can’t always be the protector, you know.”

	His words forced me to recall our conversation from the previous day. “How much did mother tell you about my ‘secret,’ exactly?” I assumed he’d known the king wasn’t my father, but I needed to know the extent of his knowledge. 

	“Just that my father isn’t your father,” he replied. A frown tugged at the corners of his mouth as he contemplated his next words. “Is there more, Andrew?”

	I couldn’t tell him, not yet. It would only place him in further danger should Colin ever learn of his Mark. “Yes, but that’s a story for another day.”

	Alexander studied me for a moment, then nodded. “Fine, but I’m going to hold you to that promise, brother.”


As I made my way to the barracks, it became apparent everyone in the castle knew what had been revealed during the previous day’s council meeting. Conversations abruptly died as I approached, while knowing smirks were hastily concealed by many of those I passed. Growing up with the royal family had often left me the source of gossip, but until now, I’d managed to ignore the worst of it. Today I was unable to turn a blind eye; it left me depressed and irritated, primed to lash out. It took every ounce of restraint I could muster not to act on my temper’s fiery whims.

	The soldiers of the castle’s garrison remained respectful, and if they’d received the news, they at least possessed the sense to keep it to themselves. I oversaw several training exercises that morning before I retired to the commander’s quarters to speak with a pair of my lieutenants. 

	By midafternoon, I was beginning to feel better about the situation, but the sentiment was short-lived. I received a summons from one of the king’s notaries near dusk that shattered my fragile mood.

	I growled low in my throat as I read the missive, then crumpled it in my fist. I crushed it in my grip for several moments, wishing I could grind it to dust, then tossed it into the fireplace across the small room. 

	Claire had made good on her threats and was approved for the annulment. The notary required my signature on the document; afterwards, Claire would be free to remarry as she wished. I considered refusing, but spite wasn’t in my nature, and I truly hoped she’d find happiness one day. If remarrying would grant her that, then I would sign the damned paper. 

	I made my way toward the castle proper and entered through a side door. I wanted to avoid the main entrance and the crowded great hall within; I’d received enough stares and untoward comments earlier in the day to last a lifetime.

	The notary had asked to meet in the castle’s library on the second floor. I was surprised to find Claire was present when I arrived, but I supposed it wasn’t unexpected. She wanted to ensure I signed the document—and perhaps planned to rub salt in my wounds a final time. 

	I lingered at the threshold for a few moments and allowed my gaze to take in the massive room. It was a place I rarely frequented, though I was familiar enough with its location. Row upon row of shelves formed half-circles through the room, each crammed with an array of books and scrolls. At the library’s heart was a large hearth. Several tables surrounded the hearth; Claire and the notary were hunched over a stack of documents at one of them.

	The look she gave me when our eyes met could have frozen the fires within a blacksmith’s forge. Had she truly only been interested in my supposed status all this time? It was plain she held no love for me now, if indeed she ever had. I tore my eyes away and focused on the notary as I approached, an elderly man whom I recognized as one of Thomas’ mentors.

	“Ah, Andrew, I’m glad you’ve come,” he said with an apologetic smile. “I understand this is not an easy task, and I was just finishing up the details…”

	I took the offered quill and scrawled my signature at the bottom of the page without reading the document.  

	“Good. Now that he’s signed the annulment, we can continue with our other business,” Claire stated matter-of-factly. 

	I scowled at her, furious she held me in such low regard after everything I’d done to secure a comfortable life for her. 

	“This has nothing to do with you, Andrew.” She forced a smile, though her eyes were like chips of black ice. “You may go.”

	She’d dismissed me as if I were nothing, a mere inconvenience and a waste of her precious time. To realize she felt so little for me after almost four years of marriage was both gut-wrenching and humiliating. I shook my head and swallowed the bitter words I desperately wished to say. I turned on my heel and strode toward the library doors, seething.

	“Andrew.” 

	The voice was a bare whisper and had come from between the bookshelves. I turned to find Thomas perched on a stool with a pile of scrolls stacked before him on the worktable. I’d failed to notice him when I first entered the library, but I hadn’t bothered to look amongst the shelves when I entered. He beckoned me toward him, his eyes alight with unconcealed excitement.

	“I’ve been working in here all day,” he began. “Master Shale has asked me to copy some old texts. It’s nothing exciting, but I overheard everything Claire said since she came in. I think you ought to know.”

	I frowned and wished—not for the first time—that the day would end. “I signed her annulment paper,” I growled. “What more could there be?”

	“Yes, I’m sorry to hear about that. I know you always cared for her.” Thomas looked down and began to fidget with the quill in his hands. “It sounded as though she has someone else lined up for marriage already. That other business she mentioned? It’s a transfer of some of her father’s lands for use in a dowry.”

	I closed
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