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  Prologue

  
  




Duke Arbritrem used emotions as weapons. Honing their edges until they cut you so deeply you weren’t sure you ever wanted to feel again. Cyrus took a deep, steadying breath, trying to conceal his emotions from the duke. His father took another long swig of his drink, swearing under his breath. His study was dim with the windows shuttered. Only thin strips of spring light from the setting sun made their way between the wooden slats.

This Wolf Moon had been unusually rainy. Cyrus had spent most of the day enjoying the rare sunshine before his father had summoned him. He yearned for the gentle caress of the spring sun again. He flinched as his father swung towards him.

“You cannot turn down the king,” his father said sternly. “You will not turn him down. This marriage will secure our connections to the crown. It will lift our family to their rightful places.”

“We are friends. She doesn’t love me, and I do not love her.” Cyrus tried to keep his voice level, but it shook with suppressed anger.

His father’s voice rose, laced with fury. “Love is for the poor and the stupid. You have dragged this out long enough!”

“I am not the man for her. I refuse the proposal!” Cyrus matched his father’s tone.

The family resemblance between the two men was striking. Cyrus shared his father’s messy, brown hair, though his father’s hair had started turning grey. They had the same brown eyes, though his father’s never held an ounce of warmth. He was a man who suppressed every emotion except when it came to his desire for power. Cyrus’ eyes were flecked with amber, a trait he had been told came from his paternal grandfather. His father was shorter in stature and rounder in frame. Cyrus had gotten his height from his mother’s side of the family. Many days he wished he had gotten more attributes from his mother, like her calm temperament. Instead, he struggled with controlling the unhinged anger that his father had become notorious for. An anger that eventually burned bridges and destroyed every relationship.

Glass shattered as his father threw the half-full drink at the wall. His face darkened as his lips lifted in a snarl. Whisky dripped down the wall and onto the rug. Cyrus’s hand instinctively moved to the wolf’s head dagger at his side. Every nerve was on edge. Fight or flee, the urge to choose one warred within him.

His fingers traced the carving on the pommel, trying to draw calm from a nonexistent part of himself. His hand on the weapon appeared to temper his father’s rage, as he noticed the inch of the gleaming edge Cyrus had instinctively revealed.

“You could be king! You will—” his father continued.

The split second of weakness in his eyes emboldened Cyrus’ temper. “No! I’m not doing shit for you!”

Despite the cool spring day, the study was uncomfortably warm. His father kept the fire in the hearth roaring. Sweat had formed around Cyrus’ collar. He resisted the urge to yank at the neckline of his shirt.

“You are my child! You will obey me. You will do what is right for this family!” His father’s face was dark red. Cyrus wasn’t sure if it was due to rage, alcohol consumption, or the temperature he subjected himself to.

“I will not marry her. You will not play me as one of your pawns!” Cyrus shouted back as he paced closer to the door. His heart threatened to crash through his rib cage as he defied his father. The four walls were closing in, threatening to trap him in this nightmare forever.

He refused to be part of his father’s plans. Princess Aabria had been his friend since they were children, but they weren’t meant for marriage. His best friend, Varen, had been enamored with her since they were teens and she returned his feelings. Cyrus had never intended to intervene in their relationship. Now this marriage arrangement kept them apart.

His father stalked closer, his nostrils flaring. His brown eyes had darkened to almost black. His leering face hovered inches from Cyrus’ own. The stench of alcohol on his breath made Cyrus want to recoil.

Instead, he forced himself to meet his father’s gaze and failed. His eyes dropped to the floral-patterned rug, and he shrunk into himself. All his instincts told him to flee this place. The desire to disappear, to escape from the raging mass of a man standing in front of him, nearly overcame him. He was ten again, his father screaming at him because of a simple mistake, no protector in sight. He had to grow into his own protector, and still his father could bring him back to his weakened, childish state within minutes.

“You worthless little shit,” his father spat. “After all the sacrifices I have made for you! How dare you think you’re too good to marry for power! Do you know how much work it took to arrange this?”

“I’m not listening to this! I’ve made my decision. She’ll find another suitor. Speak of fucking sacrifices all you want, but you’ve done nothing for me!” Cyrus gasped the last part of his sentence, his brain not understanding what his wounded heart needed to say.

He had begun to slowly back away as he spoke, contradicting his intended impression of standing up to his father. He always bent to his father’s will. Whether it was being sent away to engage in court politics for the family’s glorification, or securing business deals with other nobles and merchants. His time away from home, even while he was still under the pressure of his father’s expectations, were brief interludes of calmness amidst the raging storm of his father’s moods.

He had always expected Aabria would marry Varen. He couldn’t imagine the two of them not together. Varen was levelheaded, unlike Cyrus, who was struggling to not rival his father’s aggression at the moment. Aabria had flirted with Varen long before the young man had realized her intentions. Cyrus had never been unclear with his father that he expected his friends to marry. He clenched his hand tightly into a fist at his side as he turned to leave. Restraint was his best option if he intended to leave this room without injury.

“Walk away from here.” His father’s voice sliced through the air. Each word was spat out with fury. “Refuse this marriage, and you will no longer be my son. You will lose all claim to this estate!” His shaking hand gripped the neck of another bottle, readying to pour another drink.

Cyrus retreated several steps, inching closer to the door. “Maybe you should have focused less on worldly pursuits and more on knowing your son. I don’t give a damn about my inheritance. I will not marry the princess,” Cyrus said with finality. He met his father’s shocked stare, watching as the words processed and pushed the teetering man over the edge.

“Leave my house! You have no claim to my title or my home!”

Freedom was still several feet away when his intoxicated father swung the almost empty bottle at his head. Cyrus dodged it and the momentum carried it out of his father’s hand. It shattered against a bookcase. Alcohol dripped down tomes that were older than the house where they resided.

Cyrus slipped out the door, intent on escaping his father’s wrath. His shoulder rammed into a solid mass in the dark hallway. He barely noticed the man’s black hair, pale face, and icy blue eyes before he muttered an apology and hurried past. The few servants in the nearby corridors also scattered as his father’s booming, rage-filled voice reached them.

The first stars were twinkling in the twilight sky as he hurried to the small armory. He considered for a moment the few weapons before him. Their weapons master always kept the swords, axes, and staves in immaculate condition. He tried to release the tension that was building in his chest as he grabbed his preferred sword.

In the barn, his hands shook violently as he struggled to saddle one of the young horses. His father had been planning on selling the chestnut stallion and Cyrus knew he had good endurance. He had no plan, no place to go, but he knew he had to leave. His father did not make idle threats.

As his trembling hands caused him to drop the buckle once again, the fires of his rage rose within him. He drove a fist into the stall wall. When it didn’t break, he reeled back and threw another punch. The board gave way with a splintering sound. Pain shot through his knuckles to his shoulder, tempering the anger into a weapon that he could use to at last cut the ties that held him here.

The young stallion shifted away from him. His breathing quickened in response to the waves of anger that rolled off Cyrus. Cyrus turned back to the horse, whispering assurances in a calm voice that reflected none of the turmoil within his chest. With the tack and his meager belongings secured, he started to lead the stallion out of the stall.

He jumped when someone stood silhouetted in the open doorway. His mother approached, frowning sadly at the saddled horse.

“Let me talk to him. I’m sure I can convince him to see reason,” she pleaded softly.

Cyrus rubbed his injured hand across his face. “Mother, please don’t. I don’t want you hurt by getting in the middle of this,” he replied, meeting her teary gaze.

“Your father’s all growl. He’d never hurt me,” she chuckled flatly.

Cyrus studied the rafters, debating whether he should refute his mother’s statement. She feigned ignorance of his father’s activities far more than he was comfortable with. It was at a point where he wondered if she was as unaware as she appeared. He knew his father kept many things hidden from him, but he had until recently expected that some trust remained in his parents’ relationship. Looking at the woman standing in front of him, her face hopeful, that belief cracked under the pressure of recent events.

“It will be better if I leave. Neither one of us is willing to back down.” He started to double check the horse’s tack, trying to quell the shake in his hands.

“Stay. Give him some time to calm himself.”

“Then what? Would you have me stay and wait for the next argument? Subject myself to more of his abuse?” At his sharp tone, his mother flinched. Shame twisted his gut at her reaction.

“Your father is under a lot of pressure from the king. Our best interests are in his mind. You must understand that.”

His jaw clenched at his mother’s hollow defense of her husband. “He has only his best interests in mind,” he spat back.

“You are too alike. It’s why you’ve always butted heads. Your sister doesn’t have these conflicts with him.”

“If she ever does, we’ll be doing more than butting heads.” His voice came out cold and threatening. His father tended to ignore his sister, Emelia. She was a second born daughter and not yet old enough to marry. In his father’s eyes, she was worthless for several more years.

His mother frowned with concern. “See, this is why he disciplined you. He has tried to raise you to be less given to emotional outbursts and victim to your temper. We just want what is best for you, Cyrus.”

Cyrus stared at his mother, shocked. His father had scorned him for his empathy as a child. He had torn him down and pushed him until all that was left at his core was a raging inferno. An inferno that he now struggled to govern each day, lest it break free from its constraints and consume everything around him.

“I need to go.” He cursed the way his voice shook. “Please, don’t attempt to reason with him. This is for the best. Tell Emelia I love her.” Cyrus stepped forward, kissing his mother’s cheek.

She pulled him into her embrace. He returned the hug for a few moments before disentangling himself from her arms. His mother would be fine, he told himself. She had always been able to soothe his father’s temper, though it sometimes took days. Besides, Cyrus was the one who had angered him. Which is why he should leave before someone saw his mother with him. He didn’t want any chance of his father’s anger being focused on her.

“Will you at least write to us?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Guilt rose in the midst of the turmoil within him. He considered lying, promising to write often. Saying whatever it took to calm his mother’s worries.

Instead, he said quietly, “I don’t know.”

His resolve was slowly crumbling. He had to leave before he allowed himself to be drawn back into his father’s toxicity. If he stayed, he would be forced to marry Aabria and be his father’s political puppet. As he fortified his resolve, his heart ached for everything he was about to leave behind.

His mother handed him a pack, smiling weakly at him. He took it, grateful for its weight and her anticipation of his departure. He hadn’t dared stop by his room for anything. A carriage wouldn’t convey him to a warm bed reserved for him tonight. Nights under the stars and days in the saddle would be his new life. His mother held out a coin purse towards him.

“I can’t take that,” he said, his eyes widening.

“Your father won’t know it’s gone. He doesn’t know of its existence,” she replied.

He frowned as she dropped the clinking bag into his hand. “How?”

“A wise woman knows to prepare for trouble.” An emotion flashed across his mother’s face that he couldn’t quite place. He realized that she must have been saving this money, coin by coin, for some time in anticipation of when she would need it. That wasn’t any way for a woman to live. Anger rose in him again at his father’s callousness.

“Are you certain?” he asked.

“Are you certain you must leave?”

He nodded grimly, and she closed his fingers over the bag. His shoulders softened as her tender hands reminded him of nights soothing his fever and summer days tending to the many injuries young children accrue during their play. She smiled sadly, withdrawing those tender hands. “Then yes. Take it and may Branimir watch over you, my son.”

She kissed his cheek again before leaving. He led the chestnut horse outside and swung into the saddle. Glancing briefly at the mansion he had called home since his birth, the pain of loss blossomed in his chest. He had seen this coming for the past year. He had hoped it would never reach this moment.

Whenever he had spent time at home, it was rife with conflict. In his absence, his father’s focus was on politics and increasing his wealth. His mother and sister were left to their own devices. In the times Cyrus was required to be home, the arguments ran long and heated. Things usually worsened when his mother, or occasionally his young sister, would attempt to step in.

That he had escaped physically unscathed today was an uncommon occurrence. His renunciation of his title would remove this conflict from their home. His father would be upset for a time. He would soon have to focus on grooming another worthy relative for the position, or accept that Emelia, per the laws of Osmaria, could very well inherit all his titles. With a heavy sigh, Cyrus urged the chestnut forward, down the road, and out of the Arbritrem estate.
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The memories shifted, fading and coming back into focus within his mind. Two moons ago, he was part of a family. Two moons ago, he had control of his life. He took another sip of his ale, idly watching the evening’s patrons begin filtering into the dirty tavern. His coin purse was feather light, but he was still not drunk enough to forget the memories.

Two men entered, one considerably older than his black-haired counterpart. Their similarities in stature and appearance helped Cyrus deduce that they were relatives before he heard the older refer to the younger as son. They settled into a table near enough that Cyrus could overhear bits of their conversation. He frowned into his tankard as the young man spoke about his plans to travel to the Namairn coast. Cyrus risked a glance and saw that the father was scowling, rubbing a hand along his face, stress deepening the lines on his brow.

“It’s a risky trip you’re proposing with Osmaria’s relations with Namairn,” the older man said as the tavern maid put their drinks down.

“Nic and Sam have been there for over a year. There’s good money on the fishing boats and a demand for net makers. I won’t be alone. They’ve offered to let me stay with them.” The younger man took a deep drink, his face reddening slightly as his father laughed at his torrent of words.

“You seem to have thought a lot about this. I don’t suppose I can convince you otherwise?” The man’s brow remained furrowed despite his laughter.

The son shook his head adamantly, his lips set in a stubborn line. Seeing his father sigh, the son’s countenance softened. He reached across the table, clasping a hand over his father’s.

“Just for a year. I know you’ll need me back at the shop, but surely Winnie can take over for a bit. It’ll be good for her.” He watched his father hopefully.

Cyrus found his body had grown so tense that pain shot down through his back. His full attention was on the pair now. He waited for the father’s response, expecting the man to deny his son’s request and an argument to ensue.

“Alright. A year, and then we’ll see how things are going for you. I don’t like the idea, but you need to find your own place in this world. I won’t be the one to stand in the way.” The father nodded solemnly as he spoke. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders and I expect you to use it,” he concluded.

Cyrus spluttered on the sip of ale he had been taking. The son had already launched into another wave of promises and plans. His father had relaxed, leaning back in his chair and occasionally interjecting his input into the conversation. Cyrus forced himself to block them out. When he could not, he rose and moved to a quieter table in the corner, waving to the tavern maid for another drink on his way.

The ease with which the pair’s conflict had resolved should have warmed his cold soul. Bitterness welled inside him instead. Nothing had ever been that easy between him and his father. They had never been close. The man had always been busy maneuvering at court or pursuing lucrative deals with other nobles and merchants.

Cyrus had tried dedicating himself to the same pursuits. He had several successes, but they had never fulfilled him. The court intrigue exhausted him. But he had still strived to be a worthy heir to the Arbritrem estate. He had wanted to make his father proud for so long. The instant he didn’t fit into his father’s plans, he was cast out. He had no one to share his thoughts with and no plans to guide him forward.

He hadn’t been home, knowing that his father’s rage wouldn’t subside. The thought of sending home a letter had crossed his mind. Any correspondence would have meant revealing his location to his father and attracting his attention. He avoided the capital of Vinalhaven as well. Princess Aabria’s betrothal was still not announced. Cyrus didn’t want his presence near her to ruin Varen’s chances of success.

If he kept his distance, avoided his father, and bided his time, he believed they could work things out. King Casimir was not a cruel man. He would see Varen was a better match than Cyrus for his daughter. Cyrus would never be fit to rule a country, even with Aabria at his side. She knew the mechanics of politics in depth. She would be a formidable queen when her time came.

If neither the king nor Varen moved to work things out, Aabria would not stand quietly by. She had already made her objections to marrying Cyrus clearly known. Objections that, in the way they were colorfully worded, should have insulted Cyrus. Instead, they had left him trying to choke back laughter in the king’s presence.

Varen had been his friend since they were young children. Cyrus couldn’t remember a single good childhood memory where Varen was not present. Aabria had been a friend of both of them for over ten years. Cyrus struggled to understand how his father could only see relationships through the lens of political gain.

He was confident that Varen and Aabria were destined for each other. Though he didn’t believe in a true love match destined for himself, if true love was possible, Varen and Aabria were the embodiment of it. He would not let his father’s political ambitions destroy their happiness as it had continually crushed his own. His father’s rage had too often caused Cyrus’ heartache, and he would not let it cause others the same pain.


❂❂❂❂❂❂

Cyrus tugged at the itchy collar of the formal suit. The ruffles made him squirm in discomfort. It was his eighth birthday and his father had insisted they host a deluge of noble families. Connections had to be made and his birthday was no exception. The door to his bedroom creaked open and his friend, Kasen, slipped through with a wide grin.

He whistled appreciatively at Cyrus’ outfit as he circled. Kasen was six moons older than Cyrus, a fact that he continually reminded him of. He nodded approvingly as he stopped next to the mirror.

“Yup, you look ridiculous. What happened to your normal clothes?”

Cyrus glared at him. “Father says I have to wear this. I hate it. It’s choking me.”

“At least you’re getting a birthday,” Kasen reminded him.

Cyrus frowned at the reminder that he should be thankful. After his father died, Kasen was sent to Duke Arbritrem’s household. He didn’t speak of his father often, and he had been a baby when his mother had passed.

Duke Arbritrem had tried to refuse the boy a place in his household. It was his wife’s insistence that the child would be a valuable asset that secured Kasen a place. Cyrus’ mother had told her husband that Kasen could be trained to work in any area of the house they deemed necessary. A young boy who would grow into a young man who would be indispensable to their home.

The reality was that his mother knew Cyrus had few friends. He was often the object of the noble children’s bullying. Varen was his closest friend. As they grew older, Varen was often called away to spend time with his father. Cyrus’ mother took a chance that the orphan boy would find friendship with her son.

Cyrus had been reluctant to speak to Kasen at first. He was often the subject of ridicule amongst his peers. He didn’t like taking part in their competitive games and insults. When he had caught Kasen whittling behind the stable, his curiosity overcame his qualms. Pretty soon, the two of them were inseparable, despite his father’s disapproval. Duke Arbritrem didn’t want his son associating with anyone he thought was below their station.

Kasen looked thoughtfully at the set of sewing shears the governess had left on the dressing table. “We could fix it before you have to go downstairs.”

The collar scratched at his skin, but he resisted the urge to yank at it again. Kasen grabbed the pair of scissors, and Cyrus took several steps back.

“No, they’ll notice,” he objected as he twisted his fingers together to keep them from scratching at the neckline again.

Kasen waved the scissors around as he spoke. “I won’t cut it off. Just a few snips to loosen the collar and the ruffles will cover it.”

Cyrus reluctantly nodded permission. He squeezed his eyes shut as Kasen pulled the collar away from his neck. The cold steel of the scissors against his collarbone made his heart beat wildly in his chest. The scissors faintly swished as they slid through the fabric.

The ruffles had tucked themselves under his chin. The feel of the fabric was too itchy. It made a scratchy sound that hurt his ears. He couldn’t stand it a moment longer. He grasped the shirt fabric that had settled under his chin and pulled it away from his skin. Another long swish, followed by a sharp inhale from Kasen, whose eyes widened with shock. Kasen stepped back hurriedly, dropping the scissors on the rug.

“I’m sorry!” Kasen cried out.

Cyrus grabbed the shoulder of the shirt as he peered into the mirror. The scissors had cut a long line from the neck and across the shoulder. There was no way to hide the gaping hole in the fabric. Kasen looked mortified. Cyrus immediately started trying to calm him.

“It’s okay! I can wear my other shirt. Here.” He started dragging a chair over to his wardrobe. “I hated this shirt anyway,” he added cheerfully.

He perched on the chair, reaching for another shirt when his bedroom door flung open. The bang startled him so badly he stumbled off the chair, landing in a heap on the floor.

“Why are you not downstairs?!” His father’s looming bulk cast a shadow across the room. He crossed to Cyrus, yanking him to his feet by his arm. His gaze fell on the hole and his face reddened as he released Cyrus’ arm. “What did you do?”

“It was an accident, sir!” Kasen spluttered out from behind Cyrus.

Duke Arbritrem stared at the scissors on the floor at Kasen’s feet. His lips lifted in a snarl. “You,” he growled out through clenched teeth.

Cyrus could feel his father’s rage rush over the room like a violent winter blizzard. He froze in place, barely breathing. He shut down, staring at the rug, his mouth trembling as he held back tears. Experience had taught him that his father’s rage would be easier to bear if he withdrew into the safety of himself.

Kasen was unaware of this fact. Realizing that the Duke’s last control had snapped, Cyrus’ friend made a dash for the door. He was halfway across the room before either Cyrus or his father realized he was trying to escape. Cyrus tried to shout a warning. He was willing to draw his father’s attention if it meant Kasen could escape.

His father and Kasen were already at the doorway. His father’s meaty hand reached to grab Kasen as the boy leapt into the hallway. A shout rang out, a crack, and then silence. Through his haze of his panic and fear, Cyrus didn’t see what happened. His father stood in the hallway alone.

Cyrus rushed forward as his father turned, his face pale. His knuckles gripped the edge of the broken banister. He grabbed Cyrus by the shoulders, pushing him back into the room as he fought. But Cyrus had already seen Kasen’s still and broken body on the landing below.

His father’s whispered threats quieted the screams that clawed up his throat. But nothing could stop the tears that burst forth between his labored breaths. His father threw him into his room and locked the door behind him.


❂❂❂❂❂❂

Cyrus finished the drink and stared at the emptiness of his tankard as he debated ordering another. This was the problem with not drinking enough. It dug up dead memories that had no place being revived. His father had, of course, covered up Kasen’s death. It was an unfortunate accident. The boy hadn’t been paying attention. He had been fooling around on the banister and the Duke couldn’t grab him in time to save him from the fall.

His father had dragged him out of bed later that night, questioning what he had seen during the altercation. When Cyrus couldn’t clearly tell him, he had berated him, supplying a chain of events that Cyrus wasn’t convinced were true. When Cyrus showed uncertainty, his father threatened to send him away. What he thought he had seen and what his father said happened twisted together in his mind until he couldn’t tell the difference.

Cyrus fingered the coin purse at his waist, desperate for another drink to drown these memories. He had been stingy with his money at first. Too many people knew his family. He had traveled further and further south to avoid being recognized. He still wasn’t completely certain his father wouldn’t decide to have him dragged back home under some false belief that he could convince him to marry the princess.

There was freedom in traveling as a commoner that he had enjoyed at first. When on his father’s business, his travel was a complicated affair, as his father insisted on keeping up appearances. He never could travel without several servants and guards. Now he made the decisions and was accountable only for himself.

Eventually, his low earning potential caught up with his savings. He had stolen the clothes he now wore off an unattended clothesline. The white shirt was stained and covered in road dust. It fit tightly across his broad shoulders; the seams threatening to give out if he moved the wrong way. It was far too tight. He constantly felt like he was suffocating. Unable to draw a breath as the fabric scratched against his skin.

As his desperation grew and his money dwindled, it became easier to blend into the population and leave behind his noble title. He had debated going west towards the country of Namairn. Since their split over a hundred years ago, tensions were high between Osmaria and Namairn. The peace between the countries was tentative. But they still allowed travelers to cross the border. He couldn’t shake his Osmarian accent, and he knew it would have drawn unwanted attention.

The southern island nation of Strilkguard was out of the question. The ruler was a tyrant. You were likely to end up a slave in the mines unless you had family ties or money to keep you safe. Cyrus no longer had either and no desire to have anyone dictating how he lived.

He ended up in southern Osmaria, in the city of Millstone. The city was always busy due to its northeast proximity to the coastal city of Swansea. Many merchants had established their operation centers in the city. They favored it for the lower crime rates. They could still easily ship goods in either direction via the large river that meandered outside the city walls.

Cyrus’ fingers traced the pommel of his dagger. His paternal grandfather gave him the dagger on his tenth birthday. The silver-colored pommel was carved in the shape of a wolf’s head, tapering down to a black-wrapped grip, and a dagger whose edge he doted over. The knife had been passed down amongst the male heirs of the Arbritrem family for as long as anyone could remember.

The dagger should have been passed to his father. He had gone into one of his tantruming rages when Cyrus obtained it. The duke refused to talk to his father or Cyrus for nearly a moon. That time had been a welcome reprieve. Cyrus’ grandfather’s health had been fragile, but he had extended his stay instead of returning to his modest home in southern Osmaria. He had spent hours with Cyrus, teaching him about
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