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			Chapter 
One

			“It is lovely,” Sabine said to Faron as they neared their destination. The Duchesse Vassetre pushed a delicately curled strand of light caramel hair from her face as she observed Prince Louis’s home from the carriage window then placed her hand back in her lap. Faron’s large hand immediately settled on top, bringing a smile to her lips.

			“It is,” Faron, her bodyguard turned fiancé, noted in his deep voice. “You seem a little disappointed though.” His long black wavy hair was pulled back into a ponytail, though he usually wore the long strands around his face. The style showed off his prominent pointed elf ears, though Sabine doubted anyone would see anything beyond his sizable height when first meeting him.

			Sabine shrugged. “I believe our future king was too generous with his interpretation of a coastal location.” By Sabine’s estimation, another half day’s ride would take them to the nearest ocean access, though the humidity coupled with the warmer weather in southern Fythias was welcome. She doubted she’d have had much time to visit the shore had she been in walking distance, so the matter was of little consequence either way.

			Louis’s estate, a moderately sized chateau, gleamed in the sunlight as their carriage pulled up the long winding road that bottlenecked before opening into a grand courtyard. Made from a vibrant white brick and topped with a reddish-brown roof, the chateau felt welcoming, even from a distance. At its center sat a dome-shaped entrance, decorated by a cherrywood set of double doors with large windows, surrounded by a bricked arch. A line of three windows sat directly above the arch, with a final, larger window a story above, built into the fine, reddish roof.

			A watch tower situated to the left of the entrance had been long ago topped with a steepled roof, this one more tanned than red. Sabine guessed it was the oldest part of Louis’s estate, though it looked in good repair, blending with the newer parts well enough. The rest of the chateau, composed of squared buildings with numerous windows, looked to be newly constructed based on the red shutters she saw a handful of workers attaching to a window near the front.

			A small garden flanked a cobblestone walkway, leaving Sabine eager to explore more of the grounds. Louis, she knew, enjoyed nature, and she couldn’t believe his dwelling would be so limited in greenery. She could already imagine Lisbeth, tucked away in her own carriage with the head members of the Vassetre estate, complaining about the lack of nature. No doubt, the others would have to talk her down from remedying her complaint without permission.

			“It’s pretty. Less like a prison than the last estate we visited. Though out of the three estates I’ve now seen in Fythias, I find I like our home best,” Faron said as he looked out the window.

			“I agree,” Sabine replied.

			After the carriage circled the path, it came to a stop in front of the ornate cherry doors. The carriage gave a gentle jerk as the driver dismounted, and soon, the doors were opened, and a footman offered a hand to Sabine to help her down. Thankfully, her feet landed on surprisingly clean cobblestone rather than dirt.

			Faron stepped down after Sabine, and he took up space just behind her as he normally did when he worked as a bodyguard. His gaze darted around, seeming to both take in the scenery and look for threats. She smiled to herself as the waiting staff stared at the giant elf, doubtless noticing nothing about his tanned skin and dark, intelligent eyes. No, they’d hear comments and jabs about his size for the duration of the stay.

			Sabine couldn’t blame her fiancé’s studious actions, and not just because he paid no attention to his new fans. Although they were arguably safer—at least for now—within a royal household, one never knew when a potential threat would arise. Even a prince could not guarantee anything. “You’ve gained some admirers, my love.”

			Several carriages back, the heads of Sabine’s estate—Finn, Meri, and Lisbeth—dismounted, with Finn immediately stepping up to guide Louis’s staff in unpacking the carriage. One by one, he indicated Sabine’s items which were removed first. He pointed out every single trunk and pack belonging to Sabine and Faron, though occasionally, Lisbeth, with her dark tan and bouncy ginger hair, would interrupt to correct what she deemed poor handling of Sabine’s things. As always, Finn’s attention to decorum and detail would ensure everything ran as smoothly as possible by affirming the rank of those within Louis’s household while also clearly establishing Sabine’s own.

			She looked back to Faron, whose shoulders had visibly relaxed. He must have deemed them safe. He leaned closer to her, and Sabine thought he was going to say something important about the grounds or their situation. Instead, Faron surprised her by saying, “Lisbeth thinks you brought Marcelle because you wanted to play matchmaker. I told her you didn’t have time.”

			Sabine rolled her eyes, finding herself surprisingly irritated by the mere suggestion. Lisbeth needed more to do if she thought making those kinds of suggestions were appropriate in the midst of working to avoid war. “I have never in my life played matchmaker, and I don’t intend on starting now,” she replied, looking up at him. “I brought Marcelle because he’s a capable soldier and my acting guard captain.”

			“Lisbeth thinks it’s because you agree Avana and he would make a cute couple.” Faron shook his head, almost apologetic for having brought it up.

			Sabine just raised an eyebrow, thoroughly unimpressed. If they were home, Lisbeth would have shared the theory directly as she dressed Sabine for the day. She simply didn’t have the patience for her lady’s maid’s fanciful wishes. “Do you know how little I care about whether or not they’d make a cute couple?” she asked. “Besides, Avana is barely grown.”

			“I assume with everything else going on, it’s not even the last item on your list of things to care about.” Faron shrugged. “At most, if they got together, you’d tell them congratulations and move on. Though, personally, I agree with your assessment. Avana is practically a child in elf years, and I’ve no idea how to convert Sirene ages when it comes to Marcelle.”

			Sirene maturity, from what Sabine had learned, occurred at a similar rate to humans, though they lived longer by a handful of decades. Not that it truly mattered. “I would be happy for them if they wanted to be together and figured out a way to do so,” she added with a shake of her head. “I just don’t find the musing of my decisions being made for sillier reasons all that helpful.” The only romantic pairing she found herself concerned for was her own with Faron, and even then, his position in their current venture to stop a Coralian invasion extended beyond their engagement.

			“Neither did Meri, but I think Lisbeth was trying to take her mind off things. She’s been incredibly worried since she found out about the army and the ships, and she doesn’t lead your staff as Finn does or have former guard experience like Meri.”

			“Which is understandable,” Sabine said, her irritation waning. “If it helps her to cope with what’s to come, then she should focus on it. She just needs to know when it is appropriate to voice her thoughts and when she should keep those things to herself.”

			They came to a stop near the entrance as they waited for other carriages to stop and occupants to exit. Faron leaned down so he could whisper in Sabine’s ear. “If I decide my coping method is to spend hours feasting on you, then I should be able to focus on that as well. Right?”

			Sabine raised a playful eyebrow. This sort of distraction appealed much more to her. “I will make sure you have time to devote to the task, my love,” Sabine replied.

			“I’ll need a decent amount of time—six hours, at least—to truly enjoy you. Do you think Louis will let you take a day from your duties?” Faron’s eyes gleamed playfully, though his tone suggested he was completely serious. In truth, Faron never seemed satisfied with the allotted time they had for chasing their desires, no matter how many hours passed.

			“I’m quite certain we can find sufficient time,” she replied, though approaching steps pulled her attention away from Faron.

			“Your Grace,” a tall, reed-thin woman with bright red cheeks and deep chocolate eyes said, bowing to the couple. Her hair, an ashy shade of blonde streaked with white, had been pulled back into a severe bun. “I am Peronelle, the steward of His Highness’s estate. Let me be the first to welcome you.” She extended a hand toward the chateau as though Sabine somehow did not realize what Peronelle was talking about. “I have our people delivering your things to your rooms and those rooms assigned to your staff. Your own steward has been quite helpful in the matter.”

			“I am glad to hear it,” Sabine replied. She gestured to Faron. “This is Faron Istro, my personal guard and fiancé.”

			Peronelle nodded. “It is a pleasure,” she said.

			Faron gave the woman a nod in greeting.

			“I was informed he will be sharing a suite with you,” Peronelle said. “By your steward.”

			“He will be, yes,” Sabine confirmed.

			In the distance, she watched Lisbeth and Meri assisting Finn with oversight of their belongings, with Lisbeth in particular making sure that Sabine’s finer items were well looked after. Sabine’s earlier annoyance not forgotten, she looked around for the others. Avana hovered near Marcelle, possibly confirming Lisbeth’s observations. They looked well together, with matching blond hair and ethereal faces, though Avana’s short stature contrasted with Marcelle’s height.

			“I believe the suite will suit his stature well,” Peronelle said, drawing her attention again.

			“I thank you,” Sabine replied. “His Highness is a gracious host.”

			Peronelle nodded. “Indeed. If you follow me, I will show you to your rooms, and I will make sure your people know where to find you. His Highness is resting now, or he would have shown you himself.”

			Sabine waved toward the rest of their party, so they would know she and Faron were going inside, before following after Louis’s steward.

			“Is this how it was supposed to be at Tristian’s?” Faron asked in a near whisper.

			Sabine nodded. “I am of a higher rank, so it should have been grander.”

			“So Tristian being late to greet you could have been considered a grave insult. Enough of one that you could have left without a word to him,” Faron mused.

			“Exactly,” Sabine replied. They knew why he hadn’t, of course. He’d viewed Sabine as lesser and unimportant because she was a woman. Had they not set forth to Tristian’s with a purpose, she could have left to show her dissatisfaction with his treatment. He was dead now, thanks to Avana and Faron intervening in his attack against Sabine. She felt death was far more retaliatory than snubbing. “I rank only below the prince himself. Tristan should have been falling all over himself to make sure I was pleased with my findings.”

			Upon entering the chateau, Sabine took in the surroundings, though her gaze mostly remained on Peronelle, who walked with a natural elegance and efficiency most could only hope to possess. They passed several grand portraits, great bouquets of flowers on every flat surface, and lush carpets with vibrant reds, golds, and blues. Louis’s home spoke of wealth and taste, though the styling was, without question, much more traditional than that found within the Vassetre estate.

			From beside her, Faron seemed torn between taking in the beauty of the estate and, if the way his eyes darted about, memorizing the layout of the chateau itself. Sabine assumed he made the effort in case a quick escape was needed. She would have to talk with him about how often he worked, even when he was not there in the capacity as guard. She could already guess as to how well he would listen.

			They arrived at a set of double doors which Peronelle opened without ceremony. “Your suite, Your Grace,” she said, welcoming them in with a wave of her arm. Sabine stepped inside, seeing the same colors and lushness follow into the room. The floor beneath them, composed of polished stone, had been covered by thick, soft rugs. The layout of the space reminded Sabine of her rooms back home, with a sitting area closest to the door, an area to work further into the space, and the bed and washroom in the back.

			“This is lovely,” she said. “And I think it will suit our needs.”

			“Thank you, Your Grace. His Highness will be pleased to hear of your enjoyment. I shall excuse myself so I can escort your staff to their own spaces if it pleases you.”

			“Yes,” Sabine said, turning to look at Peronelle. “They will need some rest after the trip, and I’m certain they’ll enjoy an hour or two of quiet.”

			Peronelle nodded. “I will make sure they have it.”

			“Thank you,” Faron said.

			Once they were alone, Faron began stalking around the room, checking the windows and ensuring the room was secure. He finally stopped in the middle of the suite and just took in their surroundings. “It’s a much nicer room than the one you were given at Tristian’s. I rather hated all the lace, bows, and other frills.” Faron grimaced.

			“It is,” Sabine agreed with a nod. “I take it you approve of the security as well as the luxury?”

			“Security could be better, but it passes.”

			“And tell me, what about the security isn’t to your liking?” Sabine asked with a teasing grin. Louis’s home would certainly be secure, given his ranking and sensible nature.

			“The guards here are not our men, and this is not our home,” he said as he gathered Sabine to himself, though she looked up at him with raised brows. “The security is fine. There’re even men outside the windows,” he finally admitted.

			She put her arms around him in return. “You are my guard as well as my fiancé. And I feel quite secure when you are near.”

			“And yet, I seem to have done a terrible job the last three times you were attacked. Do you think if I tied myself to you, the number of attacks on your person would decrease?”

			“I think any tying you did would have very different motivations,” Sabine replied. She drew him down for a kiss. “But I’d still feel very, very secure.”

			Faron kissed her again, his lips lingering close to hers. “And that is all that matters.”

			Sabine might have taken their moment alone in another direction, but a knock sounded at the door before their trunks were brought in by members of Louis’s staff. As they had not known how long they would reside in Louis’s home, numerous items accompanied her party west, so it took a bit of time before everything had been delivered.

			“Would you like us to unpack for you, Your Grace?” one of the maids asked.

			Sabine shook her head. “No. My staff will attend to it once they are rested. Thank you.”

			After affirming nods were given, the staff filed out, leaving Sabine and Faron alone again. Sabine adored their willingness to allow her time and peace. So many households had the habit of pestering guests.

			“I think you better enjoy this time. I doubt we’re getting much more to ourselves,” Sabine warned.

			“I am enjoying this time. Being able to hold you like this is its own reward,” Faron replied.

			“Come, let us rest and enjoy ourselves. We were on the road for far too long this morning.”

			“As you command, my love.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Two

			Faron stood against a dark blue southern wall of Louis’s grand office. Positioned as close to the door as he could get without blocking its path, he could not be ignored as he towered over the other occupants. The office, well-furnished in rich colors, had several bookcases running along three of the walls. Small tables sat around the room, littered with rolls of fresh parchment and letters creased from deliveries and rereads. Louis clearly used the space with great frequency and didn’t let his staff clean up as often as Sabine did. Upon first entering, Sabine had given the disorganized chaos a quizzical look.

			“Oh, don’t mind the mess,” Louis had responded. “I trust my staff with my life, but my brother managed to sneak in a spy over the years. I have to be cautious with who I allow access.”

			Currently, he and Sabine stood at his desk, a map of Fythias laid upon it, as the two discussed the Coralian army and ships. Faron would sadly admit that, while he had been paying attention to their discussions of tactics and troop movements, his mind began wandering once they started talking geography, a subject he was rather terrible at. His attention now rested on the figures he could see out the window past Louis and Sabine. Meri was giving Avana a lesson on patience using her sword while Lisbeth, Finn, and Marcelle looked on. It was a better use of her time than practicing her poison mixing, which the small half-elf had declared as her morning plans over breakfast.

			“If I had to guess, he will make port in L’Orilan,” Sabine said, tapping the spot on the map and drawing Faron out of his silent ponderings. “It’s got the most reliable western docks and a guaranteed ability to replenish supplies easily.”

			“You’re right,” Louis said with a nod, his golden hair bouncing with the effort. He tilted his head and studied the map. “It’s also the closest place to safely dock a ship near these lands, though theoretically, he could remain at sea anywhere, as long as he had sufficient boats to get soldiers to shore.”

			Physically turning his attention back to the ongoing conversation, Faron considered what he had heard about Sargarus over the years, both rumors and facts, before something else occurred to him. “If I may? At the chateau, Grégoire received a letter with the Coralian seal. One we couldn’t find when his room was searched. If Sargarus was expecting to meet Grégoire, then he may not have sufficient supplies. That said, everything I know of the man says he is cunning and often plans for many possibilities.”

			“Assuming he planned to restock upon reaching Grégoire’s home, he would still have enough to keep them going well after crossing the border,” Louis replied, rubbing his chin in thought. “That could account for the ground troops. The sailors, however, would still be limited in where they stop.”

			“How are you planning to deal with the troops approaching the border?” Faron asked curiously and sheepishly, as he was sure they had already talked about this and he hadn’t been paying attention.

			“The troops stationed there have been there for some time, we think, because of an attempted invasion of Azmarin. Even if they wanted to come into Fythias, they’d have to cross the mountain range. Then the estates along the northern border would defend the country should they initiate an attack,” Sabine replied. “Although we don’t think they will go as far east as our home, the possibility of it was why so many of our guards remained behind.”

			Faron thought that through. “Do the estates along that side have a large enough standing army?” He knew how many soldiers Sabine had, but was the combined might enough to hold off or defeat the Coralian army?

			“Army to army, I think we’re pretty comparable,” Louis said then shrugged. “The men under Sargarus’s command will be divided, at least by two, given the movements by land and sea. I also assume he will have others stationed in Azmarin and perhaps elsewhere.” He walked to his desk and sorted through some letters before holding one up. “The last report from my scouts sent an estimate of who will approach the border. I think we’ll be able to hold our own there.”

			Faron nodded, relieved to hear that they would have the manpower to handle the Coralian threat. He also acknowledged the fact he was going to need to become much more familiar with political topics and conditions in Fythias since he planned on marrying Sabine. It would not reflect well on her if her husband was uninformed about the state of her lands or the kingdom and its people. “What is the plan for Sargarus’s ships if they come into port?” He had heard a few ideas tossed around, but it hadn’t sounded as if they had come to a decision yet.

			“I don’t know if L’Orilan could drive them from the land,” Louis decided. “It’s a vulnerable city, both because of the port and the distances from noble estates. They do have some defenses.” Louis tossed his letter back on the table and rejoined Sabine. “Assuming they land there.”

			Faron nodded as he considered this. The Fythian capital would be a major loss if occupied by Sargarus and the Coralian troops. “Are you considering moving more troops or evacuating the city if possible?”

			“It’s one of our largest trading ports,” Sabine replied, shaking her head. “There would be major problems resulting from an evacuation, and not just in L’Orilan.”

			Faron had been hoping for a different answer. He understood, however, why it would be problematic. He wondered if it would be worth asking if they could send a message to the city advising those with magic to hide or flee. Same with elves. The Sirene would have a quick exit, but magic users and elves were in great danger. Sabine would already know, and Faron told himself to trust her to have a plan. He settled back against the wall. “What is the plan if he takes the city?” he asked instead.

			“The leaders within the city will receive advanced warning, though they will spot approaching ships a day or so before the ships arrive. The delay will allow those who cannot fight to hide or flee while others prepare for conflict,” Louis explained.

			The prince crossed to his liquor decanters situated on a black cabinet close to the window. He poured himself a drink, motioned for the others to help themselves, then fell into a dark green chair in front of his desk. Even with his golden hair, bright smile, and boyish good looks, he couldn’t quite conceal his worry. “It is possible Sargarus and a select group of soldiers will arrive and reside within the city without causing conflict while the majority of the fighters remain on ships. In which case, we do not need to strike first.”

			“It’s also possible he will try to take over the city,” Sabine replied. “In which case, swift action will be needed.”

			Faron had to admit to himself that, once again, he was lost to their reasoning. He assumed the capital would be one of the few cities they didn’t want Sargarus to take, but Louis and Sabine had been born into this life and he had not. Therefore, he would bow to their expertise, especially Sabine’s, as he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, she would do everything she could to save the people of Fythias. “I admit I do not know about warfare of this scale, and politics eludes me completely.” He gave Sabine a wry smile. “Maybe you and I can fix that if we have time.”

			“Of course, my love,” Sabine easily agreed. “I’m happy to answer any questions you have.”

			“I just wish to have a better understanding of everything,” he said easily as he settled in to watch and actually listen.

			“You will,” Louis assured him after he finished his glass. “We’ve both spent our lives learning the intricacies of diplomacy and politics. It takes time to put it all together. To understand and predict movements.”

			“Thank you,” he told Louis honestly. “I just worry I don’t have a lot of time with everything going on. If that proves true, I will default to the quiet, intimidating personal guard.”

			“Trust your future wife to taunt another into considering war to soothe their ego,” Louis joked. He sighed, contemplating his empty liquor glass. “For now, you never know what sort of expertise you might need. All we can do is act with the information we have for now.”

			Faron had to consider the fact Sabine would do such a thing. Not because she was hot-tempered, but for the sole reason that Sargarus was close to Grégoire and possibly Tristian. Both had considered his fiancée an afterthought at best and a brainless supporter and patron of the least noble of the princes at worst. Faron knew that when they met Sargarus, he would insult or patronize her, and it would go downhill from there. “That is very true. I will still try my hardest to learn what I can to be as helpful as possible.”

			Sabine opened her mouth to reply when a knock sounded at the office door before it swung open to reveal Peronelle. “My apologies for interrupting, Your Highness. Her Highness insisted you needed time with your son this afternoon.”

			“Of course,” Louis said, cheerfully waving her further in.

			Looking down, Faron spotted a very blond little toddler clutching Peronelle’s hand. He beamed upon spotting Louis and, after releasing the steward’s hand, ran as fast as he could across the office. Peronelle nodded without acknowledgment and exited the room.

			The child stumbled a time or two as he made his way to Louis. Faron found he couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting to Sabine. Now was the worst time to be thinking about children, but Faron still found himself wondering if she would glow like he’d heard pregnant women did or if he would have to flee from her anger as his father had to do from his mother when she was pregnant with him, at least based on the stories he’d heard. He also wondered what their children would look like, and he decided right away, boy or girl, he wanted them to look like Sabine. To share her vivid green eyes, playful smile, and caramel hair. He looked away blushing when he saw Sabine staring at him with a raised eyebrow.

			“Did you miss me?” Louis asked his son when the little boy threw himself into his father’s arms. “I missed you terribly,” he added when the little boy seemed to ponder an answer. He kissed the top of the boy’s golden hair. He looked up at Sabine and Faron. “I’d love to introduce my son, Prince Alaoin.”

			“He looks just like you,” Sabine replied, smiling at the little prince as he waved at her.

			“He does,” Louis confirmed. “Mostly. He takes after Eloise’s father with the way he’s built, though.” He made a gentle gesture to Sabine. “This is my friend Sabine and her fiancé Faron. Can you say hello?”

			“Hi!” Alaoin replied.

			Faron gave the little boy a wave as he tried to remember how old he was. He recalled the subject had come up at the dinner with Grégoire, but he thought Louis had said Alaoin was a year old. “Should we go, to give you time with your son?” he asked, giving the boy a soft smile.

			“I think I’m about to be told where I need to go,” Louis confessed. He rose from his chair, balancing his son on his hip. “We’ll resume our discussions later, Sabine?”

			“Of course,” Sabine replied, walking over to Faron. “Let’s leave them to it.”

			“Enjoy the rest of the day, Your Highnesses,” Faron said with a bow before offering his arm to Sabine to escort her out.

			They’d made it only halfway down the hall before Louis and Alaoin emerged from the office, Louis sprinting quickly with a laughing Alaoin in his arms. The prince and his son disappeared around a corner, giggles echoing in the distance.

			“I guess we can safely assume Prince Alaoin is really in charge,” Sabine observed.

			“I think that’s true when it comes to any child. Well, any child with loving parents,” he amended as he thought of the orphaned children in Coralia and Tristian’s village, as well as Avana. Yes, some of them are on the streets because their parents were no longer among the living, but others were there because their parents just did not care.

			“Do you plan on letting our future children rule the estate?” she asked, amusement shining through her perceptive eyes.

			Faron considered his answer, once more picturing in his head how any children he had with Sabine may look. “Yes, unless they disrespected you. Then I’d toss them in the ocean.”

			Sabine laughed and patted his arm. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t toss any of our theoretical children in the ocean.”

			Faron opened his mouth with the intent to say something else ridiculous. He loved her laugh, and he fully recognized she didn’t get nearly enough fun moments to enjoy. “Well, they’ll have rooms with locks. If I secure the windows…” He trailed off, pretending to think over awful punishments.

			“Oh, they’d have to have done something terrible to be locked in a room,” Sabine replied, still smiling.

			“Disrespecting you is terrible,” he answered simply.

			“True,” Sabine agreed. “But what if they did something slightly less offensive?”

			“Depends on how slight. At what age can I put them to work in the gardens?”

			“I suppose when we determined they have the mental and physical capability of doing so and the offense warranted the discipline.”

			“So any time after the age of five, then?” He gave her a grin.

			“I somehow think you will find it difficult to even be very stern with small children,” Sabine countered with a similar grin.

			Faron’s lips twisted even as a part of him warmed watching her smile. “They do cry a lot, don’t they?”

			“So I hear.”

			Faron stopped in front of their temporary bedroom door. “We could get several small dogs instead. It’s the same thing, right?”

			She laughed again and shook her head. “Though I am tempted to say yes just to see you tending to a small dog.”

			“That’s not a no.” Faron opened the door and motioned for Sabine to enter first. “I am willing to bet we could find some with short, stubby legs.”

			“You do that,” Sabine replied, passing him into the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Three

			Faron slumped down on the sofa in his and Sabine’s temporary receiving room, his legs stretching out before him and the back of his head resting on the top of the sofa. He stifled a yawn as he let the voices of Meri, Lisbeth, and Finn wash over him. Marcelle and Avana were absent, Marcelle having volunteered for guard rotation and Avana not about to miss out on a chance to explore a new city. Sabine was with Louis and had asked him to check in with those who were not occupied, something he was more than happy to do.

			“Not sleeping much?” Meri asked as she sat beside him, her tone both amused and concerned.

			“Not really, and not for the reason you’re thinking,” Faron said. Then he revised, “Some nights.” He smiled to himself, thinking over how some of those nights went. Sabine always proved to be quite inspirational, and Faron often longed for another opportunity to be closer to her.

			“Just make sure Her Grace is getting enough sleep,” Finn advised from his seat. He’d taken the desk since he was spending this social gathering both reviewing and responding to news from back home. His curly red-brown hair hung loosely about his shoulders, something Faron only observed when he wasn’t occupied with running the estate. Seeing Finn relaxed only served to keep Faron content in his current state.

			“I’ve been doing my best to ensure she has several hours of solid sleep a night,” Faron insisted. “Admittedly, I’ve been having trouble sleeping since the second attack. It’ll be fine.”

			“We have a few people with us who make a good sleeping tonic,” Finn pointed out. “If you need one, I’m sure Meri would be happy to oversee. I’d suggest Avana, but she likes playing with poisons a little too much.”

			“I’ll consider it,” Faron said. He knew that sooner rather than later, his body would force him to get more sleep. Still, the sleep potion was a valid option. “How has everyone’s day gone?” he asked, changing topics.

			Lisbeth gave a delicate shrug. “When not preparing things for Her Grace, I’ve been getting to know the gardeners and the gardens, at least today.”

			The look Meri shot her wife told Faron there was more to the story, but Lisbeth had been behaving, and he was hopeful he wouldn’t have to talk to her about overstepping as she had been.

			“I’ve been either with the guard or in the kitchens. Both are good places to catch gossip, but it’s all been the normal type of gossip so far,” Meri volunteered, sweeping back her short bangs from her face. The gold from her enchanted bracelet, which silenced her ice powers, briefly glinted before her sleeve covered it again.

			Faron looked over at Finn even though he knew what the other man would say already.

			“You see what I’ve been doing,” Finn replied, tapping a quill against parchment in emphasis.

			“So you haven’t been out being social and trying to make friends?” Meri said, her tone joking. They all knew how busy the steward was.

			Faron chuckled. “I’ve been with Sabine almost the entire time. She and our soon-to-be king have been discussing politics and how to handle Sargarus. Both of those conversations went over my head quite a bit.”

			“Is Her Grace still infinitely more practical than the prince?” Finn asked, sitting his quill down. “My understanding is that she would rather prepare for an appearance from Sargarus over hoping none occurs.”

			“I believe she is more practical than the majority of people I’ve encountered. I may not be a good judge,” Faron replied, shrugging. Meri nodded and Lisbeth laughed.

			“She tends to be,” Finn acknowledged. “Louis was quite idealistic when he was younger. When possible, he wants to see the best in others. He’s got a good heart, though.”

			“He seems to, and he appears to know what he’s doing. Of course, he could be wearing a great façade that could fall apart once he’s face-to-face with Sargarus, but we won’t know until we get to that point,” Faron conceded. He wondered if Sabine would finish up with Louis soon. He missed her and was hoping to spend some time going over what had been discussed today that he may not have fully understood. Hopefully, they could indulge in some other activities as well. “Anything of note Sabine should be informed of?”

			Finn shook his head. “Nothing I know of.”

			Meri shook her head, evidently having nothing to share. Lisbeth, however, looked thoughtful for a moment before a mischievous look crossed her face. “I’m going to see if I can talk Sabine into putting Marcelle and Avana together more. They’d be such a cute couple.”

			Finn’s gaze rose from his work, landing on Faron for a brief moment before going to Lisbeth. “‘Her Grace,’” he corrected. “Faron can refer to her more informally, given their relationship. To the rest of us, she is ‘Her Grace.’”

			Faron could tell by the look in her eyes Lisbeth knew she’d slipped up the moment she said it, and he was grateful to Finn for speaking up. It wasn’t the biggest deal, the slip, not when it was just the four of them, though he’d noted many members of staff used formal titles when speaking of their employers, even in private. Lisbeth had committed a faux pas without question. However, Faron knew that wasn’t the only reason why Finn had corrected Lisbeth, and as much as he didn’t want to have this conversation, Faron knew they had to.

			With a sigh, Faron straightened up from the more relaxed position he was in. Clasping his hands together, he looked first at Meri, whose grim expression confirmed she was unsurprised, then to Lisbeth, whose eyes were slightly narrowed now that
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