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The Duty of a Queen

For Astrid of the Grey Stones, her island was her world. The only child of King Iain, she was his heir, and as such was trained in the arts of combat, diplomacy and strategy, all of which she was told she would need to protect her people. What none had foreseen was that it would require far more than those three to save the People of the Grey Stones.

With her sunset-orange curls and smoky gray eyes, Astrid was the very image of her beloved mother, the queen who they said had been born of fire and ash. The princess was as wise, kind and strong as she was beautiful and many men wished to win her hand, though only one had ever held her favor. Astrid had always believed that he would be the one she chose to be at her side forever, and if things had remained the same, perhaps he would have been. But, in the summer of her nineteenth year, the invaders came.

The People fought with all they had, the war raging through the heat of the summer and into the cold of winter. No family was left untouched. When the king was injured on the eastern shore a year after the war first began, Astrid intervened. As the first day of summer dawned, the princess approached the invaders with terms of surrender. The day of her birth would be the end of the war.

And so it would be a marriage between the conquering prince and the heir of the People of the Grey Stones. She saw him that day, on the battlefield as he accepted the alliance. He was close to her age, maybe a few years older, and handsome, she supposed. He was tall, even more so than Astrid's lover who was the tallest of their people. With blue-black hair and eyes the blue of the field flowers, Prince Oliver's coloring was not like that of her Jonas who had eyes as black as coal and hair the color of wheat. The prince was, she had heard, an honorable and decent man, one whose company she would likely enjoy. Had it not been for Jonas, Astrid might have had a greater appreciation for the match. As it was, she did not balk at her duty. She could not place her heart above the good of her people.

Jonas opened the door to his home before she even knocked. He had been waiting for her to return from the meeting. The wedding was to be at sundown the next night. The arrangements had been set into motion immediately after the alliance had been struck. Delays could be seen as an attempt to waver commitment. It could also allow the other side to change their mind. Astrid knew she could not allow that to happen. At first light, the preparations would begin and she would travel from the village to the shore where the ceremony would be conducted in the sight of her people and his, making the Isle of the Grey Stones a part of his empire.

The weight of her sacrifice was heavy upon her as she stepped past Jonas without a word. She had spent many days and nights in this place, but she found herself looking around with new eyes. The main room looked the same as it always had. A roughly carved table and matching chairs in front of a low burning fire. The summer night was warm, but damp enough to need the flames. A bench that Jonas's father had made sat off to one side and a rug made of the pelt of a bear covered part of the wooden floor. She knew that there were two rooms off of this one, one where Jonas's parents had slept until the sleeping sickness had taken them both four summers ago. The other room was where Jonas and his five brothers and three sisters had grown up. The ones who had survived into adulthood had their own homes.

“It is done?” Jonas broke the silence with a flat question.

“It is.” Astrid turned to face him. He had known, of course, what she had intended to do.

She had always thought of herself as a strong woman. She had not cried when her mother and baby brother had died fourteen winters ago. She had not shed a single tear when she had received her ma'sgi, the marks showing the start of her training, or the more elaborate and painful ka'sgi when she had completed it. Her resolve had been firm the night she had chosen Jonas as her deleon, the one who would make her a woman. She had shown the same resolve when she had made her decision to enter into a marriage contract with Prince Oliver. Why, then, did she find tears pricking at her eyes at the thought of this being her final night with Jonas?

“I have a boon to ask, my princess.” There was no mocking in Jonas's address. Though she had never treated him as anything but her equal, he had always maintained deference for her station. He only used it, however, when he was serious about something.

It nearly broke her heart to hear him speak so, but she would never dishonor him by refusing to acknowledge his request. If it was in her power to give him, she decided, she would do so.

“Ask.” Her fingers flexed beneath her cloak, the only indication of her inner turmoil.

“Your prince will take you back to his land to show his people their new queen.”

She nodded. “Yes.” Her heart gave a twist. As a child, she had once dreamed of traveling to far off lands, but now that she had gotten her wish, she found herself willing to trade it to stay among her people, to stay with him. “We set sail for his land after the ceremony is completed.”

A pained expression crossed Jonas's face, but disappeared quickly. He understood the necessity of what had been done. He loved her, she knew, but he was a warrior first, one of the elite who had earned the intricate markings of the da'na'sgi. “This is my request, my princess. I wish to journey to your new land as a part of your court, to guard and protect you.”

“Jonas.” Her voice nearly broke. She could not grant him this. She could not take him with her.

He knew her well and the knowledge showed in his eyes. He went down on a knee. “My princess, I pledge to you, on the honor of my family, once you are wed, I will never look upon you as naught but my queen. I ask only that I not be parted from you. I can bear to never touch you again, but I cannot live without knowing of your well-being. Allow me to serve you.”

Astrid took a step forward, her fingers deftly working to unfasten the ties on her cloak. She knew what she was about to say was not the wisest decision, but she had been strong for so long, her resolve was weakened by what she was going to do. If she had Jonas with her, she could continue to be strong. Even if she could not touch him, to know he was there would be enough.

She looked down at him and took his face between her hands. That familiar face that she had known for so many years. She could not lose him, though if he asked, she would let him go. “Jonas, as my beloved, I should not agree to this, but as your princess and your future queen, I will gladly grant you, my greatest warrior, a place on my court as my personal guard.”

She saw the look of relief on his face a moment before she took his mouth with hers. His arms slid under her cloak and she felt his lips twitch with surprise as his hands moved across bare skin. She moved with him as he stood, not wanting to part from him one moment. He pulled her to him, the heat of his body blazing through his thin tunic and trousers, and she could feel him hardening against her hip. Desire flared in her belly and she parted his lips with her tongue. He made a sound like a growl and walked them back until she felt the table against her back.

Jonas lifted her then, setting her on the edge of the table so that they were near the same height. He pushed her cloak from her shoulders, letting his hands trail down over her arms, tracing the familiar patterns of her ma'sgi. She tilted her head back as his mouth broke from hers and began to move over her jaw and down her throat. The muscles in his shoulders bunched under her hands, and she could feel his tension as he kissed his way down her neck. She knew what he wanted, and a part of her wanted it too. Among the People of the Grey Stones, it was customary to mark their lovers' bodies with mouths and nails during moments of passion. The marks meant many things. Skill in pleasure. A mutual possessiveness. Reminders for lovers being parted.

Astrid's heart ached as Jonas restrained himself. She had been honest with the prince regarding her people's view of the relations between men and women, but to arrive at her marriage bed with her body bearing the evidence of another's passion would be a great dishonor. She tugged at Jonas's tunic, suddenly eager to feel his bare skin beneath her hands. He may not be able to mark her, but she would leave him with the signs of her love.

His tunic fell to the floor as his hands moved over her full breasts, his mouth worshipping at her soft flesh. His tongue circled the pale brown nipple and Astrid dug her nails into his shoulders. She felt him gasp, then take the sensitive flesh between his lips. Her head fell back, a moan escaping her lips as desire flared inside of her. He suckled at her breasts, each pull of his mouth triggering a new wave of fire licking across every inch of her body.

Jonas's hands slid down over her sides to her hips and he pulled her to the edge of the table. She lifted her head, looking down at him as went to his knees again. This time, there
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