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Prologue
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Noise filled the city. Vendors hawked their wares, while rumbling motorcars competed with horse drawn carriages for room on the narrow streets. People rushed along the sidewalks, anxious to finish their business and be home before the sun’s protective light faded. A tall, muscular man moved gracefully among them all, swinging his cane as he walked. His dark hair soaked up the sunlight while his ebony eyes took in his surroundings with an easy nonchalance. A stray noise caught his attention and he spotted a disheveled man backed up against a brick wall. Two burly men advanced on the smaller one, their quarry’s green eyes darting like a hart caught in the cross hairs of the hunter.

The look pulled at Kenden’s heart. He’d never been one to stand a bully. Tucking his cane under his arm, he strode into the alley. The smell of garbage reached his nostrils, but he was accustomed to it in this district. Intent on their prey, the two thugs didn’t notice his approach.

“So, you think you can get away with not paying your rent, do you?” the one on the left said.

“No, please,” the man pleaded. “I lost my job. I told you, give me a day and I’ll have the payment for you.”

“Our father doesn’t give extra days.” The fading light glanced off the blade the man brandished. Kenden gripped his cane at the base, leaving the handle free. As the one with the knife stepped forward, Kenden made his move. Like lightning, his cane arced and connected with one thug’s shoulder, dropping him to his knees. Just as quickly, it intercepted the knife aimed at the victim, and the blade clattered to the cobbled street. Surprise flashed across the man’s face, quickly replaced with fury. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” The hand that a moment before had gripped the knife slid casually through the man’s red hair. “This was none of your business.”

“I’ve made it mine.” Kenden smiled, showing his perfectly white teeth. “Any time someone picks on another, I like to even things out.”

“Trillon,” the red-headed thug called, “do you hear this?”

“Yeah, I heard.” Trillon climbed back to his feet. “Let me have him, Rease. You can take care of Carden.”

No sign of agreement passed between the two, but Trillon immediately lunged at Kenden. If he’d hoped to catch Kenden off balance, it didn’t work. The smaller man spun his cane, creating a shield in front of him. The cane caught the larger man in the torso. Trillon grunted but didn’t flinch, coming around with a heavy punch. Kenden stepped aside at the last minute and, with a fluid motion, caught Trillon’s wrist in his left hand. Moving behind the thug, Kenden brought his opponent’s wrist up to his shoulder, and at the same time, the cane came up atop Trillon’s shoulder, pointing at Rease. 

***
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“WELL, REASE,” KENDEN called, “I thought Kakalian sent his hired hands to do his dirty business. I didn’t think he’d stoop so low as to use his own sons.”

He indicated their victim, who’d tried to hold his own but hadn’t had much luck, pressed with his back once more to the brick wall. Rease had his fist cocked back, ready for another punch to the smaller man’s face. Kenden’s cane aimed right at Rease’s head. Rease moved back warily. Kenden allowed the bully time to reevaluate the situation. He knew Kakalian’s sons preferred to do their dirty work anonomously, and usually they didn’t have any opposition.

Rease shrugged noncommittally. “Sometimes, things need to stay in the family. I don’t believe I caught your name, sir.”

Kenden smiled. “I didn’t give it, but let’s just say that Duke Callon may not look as kindly on your father if he hears you attacked an innocent passerby.”

Rease’s eyes narrowed and then he nodded. “There may have been a misunderstanding.” He opened his hand from a punch to indicate the man against the wall. “Carden here owes us rent. We were just trying to figure out how to get that money.”

Kenden lowered his cane but kept it in a firm grip, ready for action if the situation should change. “I believe I overheard Carden say he could get it to you by tomorrow.”

The smaller man nodded vehemently, his hair flipping against his forehead. Kenden held in a smile while Rease cast a hasty glance between Kenden and his brother.

“Come on, Rease,” Trillon called, making certain not to move. “Father won’t mind one more day’s wait.”

Rease nodded. “Fine. Trillon, come when he lets you.”

With that, he stalked out of the alley. Kenden shook his head and released Trillon, who left without a backward glance. Kenden held out his hand to Carden.

“Name’s Kenden. It’s nice to meet you, Carden. Hopefully, we’ll meet under better circumstances next time.”

The man slumped against the wall for a moment before straightening back up. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, sir. I don’t think I would have made it if you hadn’t come along. They were out for blood.”

“I caught that.” Kenden placed his cane back at his side. “Why don’t I walk you home?”

“Oh, but I can’t let you do that, sir.” Carden protested, waving both hands in front of him. 

“And why not?” Kenden asked. “If I just took the time to see you safely out of harms way, I’d like to know you make it all the way home. If I’m not mistaken, Kakalian may have others out looking for you.”

Fear clouded the man’s eyes as he nodded and turned back onto the street, Kenden following closely behind.
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“Arianna Roris, that’s not fair!” Pasha called to her friend. “You can’t hide in a tree!”

“And why not?” Arianna’s laugh rang through the courtyard.

Placing her slender hands on her hips, Pasha planted her feet and glared up at the cypress, her dark eyes hiding among her ebony tresses, in a stance unbefitting a young lady. Blue eyes met chocolate ones and held. Finally, Arianna relented.

“Fine, I’ll come down.”

Disentangling her blond hair from a tree branch, Arianna looked below her and jumped down as smoothly as a cat.

Pasha shook her dark head. “How will I ever explain the state of your dress to Mother this time?”

“Don’t worry, Pasha.” Arianna laid a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I’ve learned not only how to climb the tree, but how to clean my dresses afterward, so that even Lady Hemma won’t know.”

Pasha chuckled. “That’s what I’ve always liked about you, Arianna. You’ve learned how to take care of yourself.”

“You could too, you know.” The blond smiled up at her friend, taking her arm and leading her toward the house. 

“True.” Pasha smiled. “But I haven’t had the need to.”

The trill of Arianna’s laugh filled the courtyard again. “So, let me teach you.”

“I’ll at least come with you and keep you company this time; Mother hasn’t assigned me anything else to do right now.”

The two girls entered their house, crossed the marble floor, and headed for the wide, rounded staircase that dominated the foyer. After ascending the steps, they turned left into a hallway, their chatter echoing off the walls until they arrived at a closed door on their right. Arianna dropped her arm from Pasha’s and opened it. 

Numerous crystals hung in the window refracting the setting sun around the room in a myriad of gem-like colors. Arianna noted the servants had made up the large, comfortable bed, the centerpiece of the room. Arianna walked to the changing screens that stood beside it and called from behind the intricate ironwork, “How soon to supper?”

“Probably in thirty minutes. Kenden needs to get home, and so will Papa.” Pasha sat on a cushioned chair and smoothed her skirts down.

“Then I don’t have much time,” Arianna said as her dress landed over the screen.

A moment later she appeared in an older, more worn garment and tugged the dirty gown off the screen. With a shake of her head, Pasha followed Arianna out the door. This time, Arianna didn’t take the main stairs. Instead, she turned toward the back of the house where a much smaller staircase led down to the kitchen. There, slaves and servants mingled in an organized chaos, putting the last-minute touches on supper. The girls skirted around the edges, Arianna clearly more comfortable than Pasha in the bedlam. Although Arianna had been accepted into the family eight years ago as a foster daughter, she still felt more at home among the servants.

On the far side of the kitchen, Arianna stepped into a small nook and twisted the metal knob in the wall. After a few long moments and a creaking sound, water began to spurt out of a faucet into a ceramic basin. With practiced ease, Arianna nestled the soiled dress in the basin and began scrubbing it down with the soap from a nearby shelf. In just a few minutes of work, the dress was close to spotless.

“See?” Arianna held up the dripping gown. “There’s nothing to it.”

“No, not at all.” Pasha chuckled wryly. “Just getting your hands all wet and slimy. No thank you.”

Arianna laughed. “What’s wrong with that? You get your hands wet and slimy when you take a bath.”

“That’s different.” Pasha pouted; an expression that had gotten her many things from people. 

With a shake of her head, the blond turned back to her gown. Wringing it out, she hung it up to dry on the rope hung for the purpose, then turned to head back through the kitchen. 

As they merged back into the pandemonium, a young girl carrying a tray walked into their path and stumbled into Pasha. With a sure hand Arianna steadied her and another touch to the tray settled its precarious teetering as well.

“I am so sorry, miladies.” The girl bowed while tears brimmed in her eyes.

“Don’t worry about it, Portia.” Arianna rested her hand on the girl’s arm. “It wasn’t your fault. We shouldn’t have been down here at this time of day anyway.”

With a feeble smile, the girl went on her way. Arianna glanced around, looking for someone in particular. Spotting her, she threaded her way through the kitchen, Pasha on her tail. They came to a halt in front of a plump woman. 

“Arianna!” The woman wiped sweat from her red face with the edge of her apron. “What are you doing down here at this time in the afternoon?”

“Hi, Lorraine. I was cleaning up a dress, and saw you were a bit short-handed. What needs to be done?” 

“Bless you, child.” The cook wrapped Arianna in a brief hug. “Take these out to the table.” She handed the blond girl a tray full of bread and motioned to the rest of the trays on the counter.

“We can do that.” Arianna nodded to her friend. “Come on, Pasha, take one and let’s go.”

Pasha stared at her friend’s back for a moment as Arianna took off. Then shaking her head, she grabbed a tray and followed in the small path her friend created. One thing was sure: life was never dull around Arianna. 

***
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“PASHA, REALLY?” ARIANNA called over the screen as she switched into an elegant gown for the evening meal. “You should learn how to organize the kitchen. That’s something a lady needs to know.”

“I guess so. I just always let Mother worry about it, and she hasn’t forced me to try it yet.”

Arianna’s flaxen hair swung around her shoulders as she shook her head and emerged from behind the screen. “Let’s go get dinner.” 

Arm in arm, they headed to the dining room.
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When they entered for supper, Arianna’s blue eyes lit up with delight. She dropped Pasha’s arm and ran in a very unladylike way to the man standing beside Lord Praus. The man’s green eyes sparkled as he saw the girl.

“Uncle Marcos!” Arianna threw her arms around the short man.

“Ah, Arianna! It is good to see you as well.” He returned her embrace with a hearty laugh.

“Lord Praus, you didn’t tell me you were bringing Uncle Marcos home for supper.” Arianna turned accusing eyes on Pasha’s father.

“Well, my dear.” The tall, dark lord tweaked her nose. “I didn’t know he was coming over when I left. I met up with your uncle as he was leaving the castle, and invited him to come with me.”

“Thank you,” Arianna replied with a curtsy. 

“You’re welcome.” Lord Praus returned a practiced courtly bow. “Now, we’re only waiting on Kenden. Have either of you two lovely ladies seen him?”

“No, Papa,” Pasha answered. “He went out after luncheon, and I haven’t seen him since.”

“Well, I assume he’ll be here shortly. Why don’t we take our seats? Lady Hemma went to check with Lorraine on our dessert.”

Arianna sent a quick glance to Lord Praus but couldn’t tell if Lorraine was in trouble or not. She shouldered the worry aside and led her uncle to a seat beside hers at the table.

“So, how was your day at the castle, Uncle Marcos?” she asked eagerly as they moved their chairs out.

“Well, it was pretty much the same—just numbers. My position doesn’t bring me into the presence of the duke or the duchess, as you know. I just get to go to my office and make sure all the finances are in order.”

“But, it must be nice to see all those beautiful things that flow through the castle.” She leaned toward him. “I’d love to see the gorgeous cloth that comes in for the duchess’ clothes, or smell the fruit or even the breads that go to the duke’s table.”

Marcos’ emerald eyes sparkled again and then saddened.

“Are you okay?” Arianna gently pressed his hand with her own.

“I’m fine.” He squeezed her hand in return. “I was just thinking how much you remind me of your mother. She would be proud of the young lady you’ve become.”

A sad smile traced Arianna’s lips. “Thank you. You really think I’m like her?”

Marcos nodded, his short-cropped brown hair turning copper in the candlelight. Arianna could barely remember her mother, who’d passed away when Arianna was only a toddler, and had no memories of the father who’d died before she was born. Uncle Marcos had raised her for a while until she’d come to live with Lord Praus and Lady Hemma. Arianna’s mind came back to the present.

“Ah, Praus, I am so glad that you had everyone sit down.” A tall, straight backed woman walked into the dining room.

Praus and Marcos stood at her entrance.

Praus welcomed her with a bow. “Hemma, welcome, my dear.”

Her smile revealed her perfect teeth, much like her daughter’s. “But where’s Kenden?”

“Here I am, Mother,” Kenden answered from the entrance. “I’m sorry to have been late, but something came up at the last minute. I’ll tell you all about it as we eat. Do I have time to wash up first?”

“Go ahead.” Lord Praus nodded his permission.

The young man placed his cane in the umbrella holder at the door, and took the stairs two at a time up to his room. 

“It’s not like Kenden to be late,” Pasha said.

“No, it’s not. His stomach’s always hungry.” Arianna hid a smile.

“Arianna,” Lady Hemma reprimanded.

Arianna hung her head. “I’m sorry, Lady Hemma, but it is true. Ever since I’ve known him, he’s either brought me a sweet or had one on him when I saw him.”

Lord Praus cleared his throat before Lady Hemma could say any more. After some more small talk, footsteps again sounded on the stairs, and Kenden appeared. As he entered and took his place across from Arianna, he winked at her and greeted her uncle.

Lord Praus’ voice called everyone’s attention to the front of the table. “Now, that we’re all here, let’s say a blessing.”

When the prayer finished, Arianna lifted her head and saw Lorraine standing at the edge of the table with a large tureen. Arianna smiled encouragement to her and was rewarded with a small smile in return.

The meal progressed smoothly. Kenden regaled them with the story of his escapade with Kakalian’s sons and his trip to Carden’s home. 

“I saw the duchess today.” Lord Praus sipped from his goblet.

Pasha dabbed her mouth with her napkin before speaking. “What was she like, Father?”

“As always, very beautiful and congenial, but Duke Callon didn’t like that she interrupted a council meeting to inquire about the spring ball.”

Arianna leaned forward. “When is it, Lord Praus?”

“In about three weeks, just before the spring planting. The duchess wanted to decree everyone come in green because the color represents the new growth.”

“That makes sense.” Lady Hemma agreed. “I have several gowns that’d look lovely for the occasion.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, my dear.” Lord Praus laid a hand on his wife’s. “Lord Larkin coughed to cover his amusement, but I’m afraid Lord Trenton laughed out loud. The duke’s face turned such a shade of red!” 

Arianna shook her head. “Well, if I was the duchess, I’d make a declaration that all women wear green.”

Pasha giggled. “To match the color of your dress after being in the tree?” She immediately covered her mouth, realizing her error.

Lady Hemma shook her delicate head. “Arianna, how will you ever find a husband, constantly acting like that?”

“Oh, Lady Hemma, I have plenty of time. Besides, I think a husband could put up with some idiosyncrasies as long as his wife could cook, clean, and wash her own clothes.” Arianna winked at Pasha across the table from her.

“That could be,” Lady Hemma agreed, “but I wouldn’t count on it. At eighteen, you’re old enough to control your impulses. From now on, you’ll refrain from such actions. I shouldn’t have to tell you this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Arianna replied resignedly. She took a bite and then sat up and stared at Lady Hemma with apprehensive eyes. “You haven’t been trying to get anyone to ask for my hand, have you?”

Lord Praus laughed. “Not yet, my dear. Lady Hemma just wants you to be in practice is all.”

“Oh.” Arianna swallowed and hid her embarrassment by taking another bite. 

After dinner, they retired to the living room. Lorraine brought in cookies on a platter and everyone had their hot drink of choice. Marcos and Arianna took a seat off to the side where they could talk.

“Lady Hemma’s right.” Marcos bit into his cookie.

“Right about what?” Arianna’s brow furrowed.

Marcos sighed. “Arianna, do you know why I had you move here, away from other Anduvians?”

Arianna shook her head. The loss of her parents and not seeing Uncle Marcos on a daily basis were among the few things that truly saddened her. 

“I knew that I couldn’t raise you to be a good wife. I’m an old bachelor. I don’t know the ways of society.”

“But Uncle Marcos,” Arianna protested, “you work in the castle.”

“And as I said at supper, I only see the financial end of things. Arianna, you do need to know how to run a household, but also how to live in polite society, even among the other races. Please, promise me you’ll listen to Lady Hemma.”

Kenden’s laughter filled the room. Arianna glanced over to see Pasha’s smile, then turned back to her uncle. “I promise, Uncle Marcos. I’ll do as you say.”

“Even if it means you can’t climb trees?” Marcos locked gazes with her.

Arianna giggled. “Even then, unless I climb it to save a baby kitten or a little child.”

Marcos chuckled. “That’ll work. It’s getting late, and I’d better head home.”

“Thanks for coming, Uncle Marcos. I miss you when you’re not here.” Arianna hugged her uncle and didn’t let go.

“You are so much like your mother,” he whispered in her ear.
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A month later, Kenden and Lord Praus again brought their after-dinner drinks into the living room. Father and son sat in unison, each stirring two lumps of sugar into their coffee. Kenden sat back and crossed his legs, mirroring his father’s position.

“You said you wished to speak with me in private.”

“That I did.” Lord Praus nodded and took a sip of his coffee. “Things have been brewing at the castle. Duke Callon hasn’t been the same since he divorced the duchess right after the spring ball. There’s been talk among his counselors that he should seek a new wife.”

Kended nodded. He, too, had heard some of the rumors. “What does that have to do with us?”

Praus sighed deeply. “I’m concerned about the way they wish to go about finding her.” He took another sip of his coffee and repositioned himself in his chair. The fire popped in the grate. “They wish to make it a beauty contest, along with a courtly evening with the duke. Any and every girl from the city and surrounding areas is encouraged to try to win the duke’s hand. Every girl not chosen will receive three years’ stipend from his treasury.”

Sitting back in his chair, Kenden tried to process the news. “You mean that any girl can try for this position?” 

“Yes and no. Each young lady must undergo a two-month screening process during which she’ll live in the women’s section of the castle until her night’s announced. Then she’ll be treated to dinner and conversation with the duke and”—he grimaced—“spend the night with him before he decides if he wants her as his wife or not.” Lord Praus wrinkled his nose and disgust filled his voice. “He should be able to decide without a night’s stay. I wouldn’t want any daughter of mine to go through that.”

“I agree, Father. It’d be considered scandalous if any lord did such a thing.”

Praus leaned back into his chair with an air of defeat in his posture.

“There’s more, isn’t there, Father?” Kenden leaned forward. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“The process of choosing the new duchess includes every girl in the city and the outlying areas”—he took a deep breath—“Whether they wish or not. The only exception is if the girl is already engaged.”

“No!” Kenden jumped from his seat, coffee spilling from his cup. 

He paced the living room, stopping at the glass door leading out to the courtyard. Darkness had descended and he couldn’t see outside, although he gazed into it as if he could pierce it and find an answer.

“Pasha can’t go through that.” He turned with his arms crossed defiantly. “I will not allow her to.”

Praus nodded agreement. “What do you propose then?”

Kenden held his hands up. “I don’t know, but I believe a proposal is exactly what we need. Father, who’s approached you for her hand?”

Praus chuckled. “Only about half a dozen young men want your sister’s hand.”

“Then that’s settled. You’ll accept one of them, and she’ll be engaged.”

Shaking his head, Praus replied. “It may not be that easy. Will your sister agree to just any man?”

“Does she have a choice?” Kenden’s voice was fierce and desperate. His head lifted abruptly. “But what about Arianna?”

Lord Praus shrugged, his eyes sad. “I have no such help.”

Kenden sunk back into his chair. “No.” His hands muffled the single word as they covered his face.

The fire crackled and a board creaked in the heat while they stared into the flames seeking an answer—anything to bring hope. Kenden glanced at his father, resolve filling his voice.

“Father, I’ll talk with Marcos. I will propose to Arianna.”

“Are you sure?” Praus met his son’s unflinching gaze. “You had your hopes set on Catarina, who I may remind you is of our own race.”

“I know, but Father, Catarina has many suitors. I don’t believe she’ll pick me. Arianna has no one.”

“Then talk with Marcos. I can keep the girls here for another few weeks, but by the end of the month, if they aren’t engaged, they’ll be taken to the castle.” 

Kenden nodded his understanding.

***
[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING, KENDEN walked purposefully down the street, swinging his cane in tempo to his steps. Normally, he had a song on his lips, but not today. He knew Marcos left early for the castle. If he was to find Arianna’s uncle before he left for work, he’d have to hurry. Rounding a final street just as the gas lamps started to flicker out, Kenden looked up at the brick buildings in the alleyway. Smoke filled the small space from the morning breakfast fires. Gathering his courage, he headed up the stairs of the nearest tenant building. Opening the door, the tempting aromas of smoked sausage, eggs, toast, and coffee greeted him. He passed few people as he walked up the stairs, though; most were still eating their breakfasts. Those he met were pale-skinned like Marcos, with brown hair, pudgy noses, and green eyes that narrowed when they saw him. His dark skin identified him as a Canalvian, and Canalvians didn’t come to Anduvian neighborhoods often, let alone at such an early hour.

He paused on the third floor in front of a familiar door. He’d stood here with his father when they’d come to pick up Arianna eight years ago. It was hard to believe he’d barely been fifteen at the time. Taking a deep breath, he knocked on the door, which opened almost immediately to reveal Marcos’ ruffled brown hair.

“Kenden?” Marcos paused, then remembered his manners, “Come in, boy; come in. I’ve just finished breakfast, but I have some more sausage I can throw on if you want.”

“No thank you, Marcos. I didn’t intend to impose on your hospitality.” Kenden shuffled his feet.

Marcos stopped, looked at the younger man, and sensed the deeper emotions. He nodded. “Fine, then come on into the living room. I’ll get you a cup of coffee. That should help.”

They passed through the tiled kitchen where the wood stove was burning down to embers. The living room wasn’t much bigger. The morning sun had not yet grown bright enough to pierce the grime on the window, so a single oil lamp lit the room. Kenden took a seat on the threadbare couch and fidgeted with his cane while Marcos returned to the kitchen to get the coffee, topping it off with a sparing dollop of cream and sugar.

“There you go.” Marcos sat in the rocking chair and placed his own coffee on the little table beside him. “Perhaps that will better occupy your hands. Your poor cane doesn’t need any more polishing.”

Kenden laughed. That was something Arianna would have said. Despair filled the younger man at the thought of the bright, blond girl locked up in the castle with the duke. Kenden hadn’t done business with the duke often, but even in their few transactions he’d garnered an immense dislike for the man. The duke’s riches had given him an attitude of entitlement. No one ever told him no, and Kenden doubted the man had a soft side. Arianna deserved a man with tenderness who’d appreciate her antics.

“What’s gotten you into such a mood, Kenden?” Marcos’s voice broke into his reverie. 

Kenden glanced up, his dark eyes meeting Marcos’ green ones. “Father told me about the edict.”

Marcos nodded without any emotion, as if the Duke’s order had nothing to do with him.

Voices filtered through the thin walls. Kenden cleared his throat, then took a sip of his coffee. “Marcos, if Arianna has no proposals, she’ll have to go.” Kenden shuddered even as the words left his mouth. 

“Kenden,” Marcos said with broken resignation, “there’s nothing I can do to stop the duke’s plans.”

“No, I suppose there isn’t much you could do, Marcos.” Kenden took another sip, gathering his confidence. “But there’s something I can do.”

“You?” 

“Marcos, I’m offering to marry Arianna. I can give her a raise in status; I’ll have Father’s second house, and I’m already employed by the duke. I’ll take care of her, and protect her—”

“Yes, but do you love her?”

“Love?” Kenden choked on the word. “She’ll not have love with the duke. You know that. You saw what he did with his last wife.”

“Kenden, I don’t know for sure that she would be chosen.”

“Exactly,” the younger man interrupted, “She’ll be humiliated and left as a second choice to anyone else. I’ve seen it before, Marcos. The last few weeks since his divorce, the duke’s had his way with several girls. They’re given money and left to go their way. No one wants them. I don’t want that for Arianna.”

Marcos sighed. “I don’t either, Kenden, but I doubt she’ll accept your offer.”

“She she what?” Kenden’s coffee splashed with the explosion of his word.

Marcos smiled sadly. “Kenden, I cannot agree without first having you ask Arianna. If she accepts you, then we’ll announce your engagement, but if she doesn’t, then she’ll have to go through the duke’s selection process.”

Kenden shrunk into the seat. That was that. He understood Marcos’ position, but he’d hoped, due to the circumstances, Marcos would demand his niece accept. In reality, he knew Arianna would never be happy if she was forced to do anything. With a sigh, he straightened up.

“Thank you for listening, Marcos. I’ll let you get back to preparing for your day of work.”

“No, Kenden, thank you for caring. I’m ready for work. Why don’t I walk with you? That way no one will take issue with your richer features.”

Kenden grinned. “That’d be nice. I know I can defend myself, but I don’t think I could have much of a chance against a whole building of Anduvians.”
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Chapter 4 
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“Arianna, have you heard?” Pasha’s words ran together in her excitement.

Arianna finished the stitches she was adding to a tablecloth before she looked up at her friend. Pasha simply glowed, her chocolate eyes shining with excitement.

“What has that little rascal of a kitten done now?” Arianna asked with a smile, referring to the pet Kenden had given his sister. 

Recently, that was all that Pasha had been able to talk about. The two girls had been faithfully refined and well-behaved since Marcos had come for dinner. Lady Hemma had seen to it that Pasha had training in running the house, and Arianna had her hands full with needlework and other decorous pursuits. They’d refrained from getting into any mischief, but they’d enjoyed watching the kitten get into trouble on their behalf.

Pasha shook her head so fiercely her hair came loose of the pins keeping it up.

“It wasn’t Kit. I just had a visitor.”

“A visitor?” Arianna asked, intrigued despite herself.

“Yes, Eugene was here.” Pasha almost sounded like Kit purring.

Arianna sighed. Ever since Lady Hemma’s comment on husbands, Arianna had wanted nothing to do with men, whereas Pasha soaked up enough attention for both of them.

“What did he want?” Arianna remained polite.

Pasha waltzed over to Arianna and held out her left hand, revealing a ring, and not just any ring. This one held a diamond the size of Arianna’s thumb. Arianna sucked in air.

“Wow! That’s some ring! Where’d he get money like that?”

“He’s a Superian.” Pasha said, admiring the glistening stone. “He has money in the family, even more than Father.” She smiled expectantly. Arianna cocked her head to tell her friend to continue. “And he asked me to marry him! Father’d already approved it.”

Arianna stared blankly at her friend. How could that be? Pasha wasn’t ready for marriage. There had to be some mistake. “M-marry?”

“Yes, marry. I’m engaged, Arianna!” Pasha twirled around wrapping her arms around herself. “Married! I’m to be Lady Pasha Rexword to Lord Eugene Rexword.”

Arianna hurriedly thrust her needlepoint aside and wrapped her friend in a joyous hug. “That’s wonderful! When’s the date?” 

“In two weeks. I can’t believe it’s so soon. Both Mother and Father agreed to it though. I don’t know what got into them, but I like the idea.” Pasha’s words tumbled over one another as she twirled a happy circle.

“Wait, but that means I only have two weeks to make the perfect wedding gift for you!”

“Oh, Arianna,” Pasha squealed, laughing, “you won’t have time for that. You’re to help me get everything ready. I’m to take control of my own home. Your gift to me will be to teach me everything I need to know.”

Arianna laughed. “That’d take a lifetime, my friend. I only have two weeks.”

***
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LATER THAT EVENING as Arianna walked alone in the rose garden, she contemplated Pasha’s new status and what that would mean for her. With Pasha away at a dinner with her fiance’s family, Arianna began to glimpse the loneliness she’d experience without her. Lost in these thoughts, she didn’t notice anyone else around.

***
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KENDEN WANDERED INTO the garden with his heart in his throat. It was hard to think of Arianna as old enough for marriage, but she was a year older than Pasha, and Pasha would be married in two weeks. Kenden shook his head, frustrated at the turn fate had sent him. In these ruminations he rounded a corner and came upon Arianna as she bent over something in the foliage. The late evening sun glimmered in her hair, turning it to a fine gold. No one would mistake her for an Anduvian. Somehow Arianna had not inherited the green eyes, brown hair, and squat nose of her heritage. She was short, but that was the only thing that could indicate her race.

As he drew closer, he could see that she’d paused in her walk to admire a lone pink rose, which flourished even in the fading season. With a smile, she stood up and turned around.

“Oh,” she exclaimed as she ran right into Kenden’s arms.

He held her for a moment making sure she had her balance before backing away. He noticed the flush that filled her cheeks and smiled at her, his dark eyes sparkling.

“I see I just saved a damsel in distress.” 

“Yes, you did.” Arianna smiled, a tear escaping her eye despite her best intentions.

Kenden’s smile faded as he gently caught the tear in his hand as if he held a treasure. “How can I help, Arianna?”

“I’ll be fine.” She was quiet for a long moment before she let out a small sigh and added, “I guess I’m getting used to the thought of Pasha being gone.”

Kenden sighed. “I understand. It won’t be the same around here.”

Two bats called in their first pass of the evening. Arianna averted her gaze and turned to the rose beside them.

“I’d just decided if this lone rose could make it, so could I.”

Kenden smiled at her. “You always did look at the bright side of things.”

“I think that comes from my roots. Anduvians have had to look at the bright side many times.” Her eyes dimmed with sadness. “After all, there was Uncle Marcos to teach me when Mother and Father died.”

Kenden nodded. “Would it help if I offered you something?”

Arianna looked up at him. He placed his arm around her protectively. She felt so fragile in his embrace.

“What would you offer me that I don’t already have, Kenden?” Her clear blue eyes trusted him.

He paused, debating what to say, or even how to say it. “Arianna, first: do you know why Mother and Father said yes to a two-week engagement for Pasha and Eugene?”

Arianna shook her head. “I’ve no clue. It seemed somewhat short.”

“That it is. They approved it because of the duke’s edict.”

“Duke’s edict?” Arianna’s brow creased. “What exactly is that? I’ve heard it discussed in hushed tones, no one will tell me what it was. All I know is Portia left because of it.”

“You heard about the duke’s divorce, didn’t you?” He waited for her nod before continuing. “Well, now he’s convinced he wishes to marry again, and he’s choosing a duchess from the eligible ladies of the city.”

“He’s the duke, after all; he should be able to have his pick of eligible nobles. What does that have to do with Portia or with us, though?”

“The duke’s counselors convinced him to have a beauty contest and any girl who pleases him will become duchess. Portia left because she wanted to be considered. The duke will soon demand that all eligible young girls come to the castle for his selection process.”

“What?” Arianna pulled away from Kenden to look up at him better. “He can’t do that.”

Kenden laughed dryly. “You just said he’s the duke.”

“But, that means—!” Her blue eyes sparkled with fire. “I won’t go.”

She pushed Kenden’s arm away and stomped down the path. Kenden’s voice stopped her.

“I wouldn’t want you to, but as it is right now, you
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