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Brandr Tofte-Holman wanders through the garden of Burfell Palace with a plate of bribery in his hand.

He brushes past ornately pruned hedges, rose bushes in full bloom, and notes the grass crunching ever so softly under his feet. This garden has become as familiar to him as the kitchens, when almost every morning he opens the kitchen door to find vegetables laid out in a basket like an offering.

Trees burdened with fruit lay just beyond the hedges, supplying the entire palace with snacks and garnishes. Everyone who’s ever dined here has been spoiled by Ivan’s green thumbs bringing this about, and Brandr is the most fortunate recipient. He will forever count his blessings.

Brandr has traversed this garden through all its stages, from dying yellow grass to the thriving multilayered ecosystem it is now. He knows it now almost as well as Ivan does. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t still walk through the hedge rows in exasperated circles searching for—

“Ivan!” he calls, silently cursing the man. Without Ivan’s magic touch, none of the fruits or vegetables or soft grass would be possible, but Saints, does he make himself hard to find. It’s not even on purpose, as far as Brandr knows.

Ivan simply doesn’t have a care for anyone else when he’s absorbed in his work, and often Brandr is the one sent to fetch him. Such are the unimportant duties relegated to a resigned duke. Never mind that he’s recently become the head of the royal kitchens, a tremendous responsibility. When it comes to Ivan, he is nothing more than a fetch boy.

“Here,” comes Ivan’s grunt—and that’s a rarity, to get such a clue. Brandr is one of the few people Ivan will respond to when he’s out here during a gorgeous sunny day. Not that they get much else here. Terribly spoiled, they are.

Brandr follows the sound of the voice, finding Ivan bent over a row of tulips, hidden behind a hedge. He suppresses a sigh. Nothing he might say to convince Ivan to—he doesn’t even know at this point, wear a bell or something—will work to keep track of him more easily.

Then again, Brandr’s not keen on being interrupted, either, when he’s the one asked to leave his kitchen in the middle of testing a new recipe. He’s just more diplomatic about it. Ivan has as much skill in diplomacy as a horse.

Brandr says, resigned, “Cerrick called us to his office. Told me it was important, wanted a favor from us. That we needed to come immediately.”

Ivan doesn’t look up from the tulips and his bright pink watering can. “If Cerrick wants more of my rose clippings for Njord, he should be prepared with something to trade. He can’t keep filching those, king or not.”

Brandr rolls his eyes, but a smile worms its way out. He leans against the hedge, threatening to dent it, wondering if that’ll get Ivan’s attention. “I’m almost certain it’s not about rose clippings, love.”

Still not even a raise of the head. “So, you go. I’m not needed.”

Brandr sighs, leaning a little more into the hedge. Ivan loves him, but he can, will, and has slapped Brandr away from his plants many times. It’s one of the easiest ways to get Ivan to focus on him. He’s surprised Ivan still falls for it, the hint that Brandr might be slightly indenting one of his precious hedges, but Ivan tends to have a sixth sense for these things. Even now, he hasn’t noticed yet, still watering the tulips.

Brandr drawls, “He made it very clear that we were both needed and you couldn’t just weasel out of it this time. Your tulips—”

“Aren’t going anywhere, they’ll wait for me, yes, I know. You say so every—” Ivan looks up at him, then lunges to his full meager height to shove Brandr away from the hedge.

Brandr grins, endlessly entertained as Ivan mutters in Os and fusses with the hedge, checking that it’s not misshapen in any permanent way. He glares at Brandr again. “Get away from that, you monster. You just leaned against the runt of the litter. Can’t you see? She’s struggling. Leagues behind the rest.”

He frets with the branches, though in all honesty, Brandr can’t tell the difference between this hedge and the one beside it. He would never admit that, however, since he values his life.

Brandr just grins wider and takes Ivan’s arm, hauling him away and briefly admiring the exposed skin of Ivan’s forearm. Ivan keeps saying he wants a tattoo there, as if he’s not mouthwateringly attractive enough already. That long black beard and the shining black braid that trails down his back has only grown more alluring here in the sunshine.

Brandr offers his plate of bribery, filled with some of Ivan’s favorite strawberry scones. Ivan pauses long enough to throw one into his mouth with an appreciative hum.

Brandr nudges him. “Come on, let’s go. The sooner we go, the sooner you can get back.”

“You know those lines aren’t going to placate me every time. You’ve used them so many times, you’ve turned them into meaningless words.” Ivan mimes an indiscernible sound going in one ear and out the other.

Brandr slings the arm around his shoulders instead, pulling him in just to have him close. “Mm, but I can keep trying. I’ll make it worth your while later if you go with me now.”

At last, he wins the battle, pulling Ivan along.

The journey to Cerrick’s office is one Brandr is well used to making, but mounting the gilded stairs now is no less breathtaking than it was the first time he saw them. In such a short time, Edda’s beautiful yellow home has been transformed into a palace more welcoming than the Rinnfell palace ever was.

It’s warm and open, without a dark dungeon lurking beneath. They ship their few necessary prisoners up north, where the Rinnfell cold and the proximity to Andor are the most effective punishments one can dream up.

The guards lining all the halls are all clad in blue, hailing from Slairr dukedom. They’re the only ones Cerrick trusts to guard the palace, besides anyone Njord has personally trained. All of these guards know Brandr and Ivan well, and some of them even served in the Phantom, so they exchange friendly nods on the way.

Ivan grumbles unhappily about being removed from his garden, so Brandr bites back laughter and hurries them along. Cerrick assured him he would see them both as soon as Brandr could wrangle Ivan up here. Indeed, his assistants wave them right through the office antechamber into the king’s personal office.

Cerrick looks up from the documents and forms and inks scattered across his desk—always in a state of chaos, that desk—when they walk through his door. He leans back and offers the small but true smile that has won over hearts and souls, to everyone’s knowledge but his own.

He wears kingship well, and not just in the way his embroidered robes rest over his shoulders. From shadow to spotlight, he’s doing a fairer job with Edlyn by his side than Andor ever did. “Thank you both for coming. Ivan, I’m surprised to actually see you here.”

Ivan mutters a curse, but Brandr feels his annoyance fading. Ivan’s mood swings faster than a pendulum, and he rarely holds ire longer than a few minutes. Impossible for him to hold a grudge, impossible for him not to forgive someone, thanks to his infallible and eternal sense of Os hospitality. Brandr has always admired that about him. About every Os citizen he’s ever met. Long been jealous of it, too.

“What can we do for you, Cerrick?” Brandr asks, taking a seat in front of Cerrick’s desk to ease off his leg and rest his cane against the side. They’re a constant companion, the aches and pains. No matter how long they’re with him, how much he thinks he’s used to them, they still rear their ugly heads.

Cerrick opens his mouth to speak, then cuts himself off with a chuckle. “Sorry, I was just overcome with irony. Memories. The day Andor called Edlyn and I into his office to tell us I was marrying Njord, it’s just—very reminiscent of this. I’m not telling you to marry anyone, don’t worry,” he says quickly. “But I am sending you abroad.”

“What?”

Cerrick thumbs through some papers, muttering, “He had the Rinnfell Report handy, too,” and plops an issue of it across from them. “King Konstantin of the Oslands has formally accepted our request to allow a Nilian delegation to visit for an extended period. It is much more than a diplomatic summit. It is the first true introduction of Nilia to a land across the sea. It is our first chance to solidify our reputation on that mainland. To ensure that good relations will extend between our peoples for generations to come. It is a tremendous responsibility. I am sending you to lead the delegation.”

Brandr’s eyebrows raise.

Cerrick continues, “I would like to solidify Nilia’s friendly relationship with the Oslands in something stronger than just rumor. We have Aeton as our friend, of course, and Edlyn is in Tailing at this very moment leading the delegation to make them our ally at long last. The Oslands are next on the list.

“I want to send a contingent consisting of you, Ivan, and”—Cerrick’s mouth twists into a frown—“Njord. And of course anyone else you would like to bring along. With luck, you’ll be able to gain Konstantin’s trust and loyalty, show him that Nilia is worth having as a permanent ally.”

“Wait, wait.” Brandr buries his head in his hands. “Why us? I understand the goal, but this comes out of nowhere, Cerrick. Ivan is a gardener and I’m the palace cook. We’re not the spry diplomatic youths we used to be—don’t laugh. Really, we’re not getting any younger. You have a whole new generation of diplomats you could choose from instead.”

“Do you think I’d trust them—any of them—with something like this as much as I trust you?” Cerrick leans forward, lowering his voice, to ask. “Do you think there’s anyone I trust as much as the Order of the Phantom? I would even trust a fly on the wall from that period. We went through everything together. That means more to a spy’s paranoid heart than these new diplomats and their loyalty oaths, however true they might be.”

Flashes of the rebellion come to mind, the sense of family that arose from those times. Brandr chews his lip before replying. He can feel Ivan tense up behind him, awash with emotion. “You have to learn to trust the young ones sometime, you know. They’re going to carry on everything we’ve fought for. You and Edlyn will have to pick an heir.”

“Or maybe I’ll become a stubborn old man like you. Either way, stop deflecting.” Cerrick is always surest of himself when he remembers to forget his doubts, doubts he was keenly aware of during the rebellion.

Brandr remembers the broken uncertainty on his face all too well. It’s their greatest fortune that Cerrick didn’t go completely mad, and instead emerged exactly as the good king they all knew he could be.

But this choice...

“Tell me again,” Brandr presses, “why you want to drag us out of retirement to do this.”

Cerrick sighs. “I want Ivan there to vouch for us as an Os man himself, and I want you there because you’re their folk hero—”

“I am no such thing!” Brandr interjects. “If either of us would be honored and remembered among the Os because of the gemsha war, it would be Ivan.”

“I will have to agree with Cerrick here, my friend,” Ivan says. No matter how long they’ve been together, he will still call Brandr his friend first and foremost. Brandr likes it. Ivan places his palm on top of Brandr’s on the desk.

“My people love the mystery of a foreigner, especially one who cares enough to interfere in our wars—we don’t have many of those, you know! The only reason we weren’t hounded by your fans when you returned was because no one on the coast knew you twenty years ago. But if we’d gone to the capital, where dear Cerrick intends to send us, we’d be inundated.”

“This is not convincing me to go,” Brandr grumbles. He’s always liked the shadows more than the light, never liked the fanfare that some people revel in. He knows Cerrick feels the same, doesn’t like the incessant attention, but he does a wonderful job of hiding it as a king must in order not to offend anyone.

“Maybe not, but you’ll be well loved, not to mention a massive bargaining chip on our side,” Cerrick says. “And lastly, I would have Njord go as a sort of protection. A bodyguard. If I have to tote them around now, so do you.”

“Excuse me?” Brandr rises up out of his seat. “I’m a former Ice member, Cerrick. I am more than capable of protecting myself. I might agree to the normal bodyguards even if we all know I’ll shake them off at the earliest opportunity, but Njord—that’s just an insult. No offense, of course.”

Cerrick stares squarely at him. “Make up your mind. Are you getting too old for this, retired and feeble and out of commission, or are you a spry former Ice member who never forgets his knifework, capable of protecting himself? You cannot be both.”

“I will be both, just watch me. If I have to do this, I will do it, but I will not be treated like a feeble old man.” Brandr sighs. “Any more of a feeble old man, that is. Do you know how aggravating it is sometimes to know you need help yet feel too proud to ask for it, to drive yourself ragged trying to prove to yourself that you can manage things, while others just watch and wait like hawks preparing to swarm in and—and—” He cuts off.

Ivan’s hand rests on his shoulder as Brandr slowly sits back down.

“If it makes you feel better,” Cerrick says quietly, “the main reason I am even considering letting my husband be parted from me for months is that he’s long expressed an interest in going to the Oslands, not that I think you need his protection. I think you’re still just as sharp as him in both instinct and reflex.

“Njord is just faster, and might deal with the larger threats more easily. I needed some diplomatic excuse for why he’d be joining your party besides sightseeing. If you communicate your wishes to him, he will listen and understand and probably leave off—as much as he’s capable of, at least. I won’t insult you by having that talk on your behalf.”

Brandr nods. Njord is a reasonable man, perhaps the most reasonable of them all. He looks at the world through simpler eyes, forgoing the complex spiderwebs of diplomacy the rest of them have to wade through. Njord will understand.

Cerrick continues, “He’s overprotective of everyone; it’s something even I’ve had to get used to. Our first argument was about him assuming protectiveness over me without asking me first. I got mad. He didn’t understand why I wasn’t flattered.”

Cerrick sighs, smiling briefly at that memory, before returning his attention to Brandr. “While I cannot imagine the difficulties you’ve faced in life thanks to your injury, I can sympathize with wanting my space.”

Brandr stares at him.

“Don’t start a rebellion against me,” Cerrick says, “please?”

Brandr cracks a smile. “Let me ask you this,” he says, a last ditch effort. “Why don’t you go and lead this coalition?”

Cerrick throws his head back. “I hoped you wouldn’t ask that. I’ve been trying to talk myself out of it. The truth is that I’m a king now, a king of a still very new and relatively fragile nation whose queen is away at the moment.

“I don’t have an heir or even an heir presumptive to leave things to, and while I could leave the country in the hands of the oligarchs, I don’t want to set precedents. I don’t want people to believe there are any lingering traces of the Kryc era, when oligarchs had all the power. Most people still forget that we’ve changed the name of this place. It will take a generation or two, as they say.”

“Mm. I know you could work out ways around all of those problems. You weren’t a law student for nothing. The truth?” Brandr crosses his arms.

Cerrick sighs again. “I am trying to exercise some self restraint, and some discipline.”

Brandr and Ivan both laugh aloud at that. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Brandr asks.

“It means a king must understand the gravity of his position and cannot go prancing off on trips whenever he feels like it. He has more consequences to think about now. I know you’ve wanted to revisit the capital ever since you left, and that Ivan has wanted to take you there, and who am I to begrudge my husband some alone time in a place he has dreamed of seeing for the first time?

“I knew the responsibility I was taking on when I became king, and Edlyn will be in Tailing negotiating for a month more at least. We can’t afford to wait to call the Oslands our ally any longer.” Cerrick smiles. “I’ll be alright. So what do you say, Brandr?”

Brandr shakes his head. “I don’t know—”

“Brandr.” Cerrick folds his hands on the tabletop. “I’m giving you a reason—an order, if it makes you feel better—to go back to the Oslands. The capital, your old haunt, your old friends. Are you really going to turn that down?”

Despite himself, Brandr does linger on another denial, dismissal. He’s gotten stuck in his ways, his little routine of cooking Ivan’s vegetables and meeting with Ivan in the garden and enjoying the blissful expression on Edda’s face when she eats his food.

Edda. Oh, Saints.

“Is Edda joining the party?” he asks.

“She’s the one who pitched me the idea of sending you and Ivan to the Oslands,” Cerrick says, fiddling with his wedding bracelet. “She said she doesn’t want to go, that the Oslands are too cold for her. I believe the truth is that she wants you two to reminisce, reconnect in the place that means so much to both of you. As long as you bring something back for her, I think she’ll be happy.”

Brandr sighs. A year ago that would’ve been unbelievable, but no one is a stronger proponent of individuality and alone time than Edda, as well as someone who’s incredibly lacking in jealousy. She has every faith that Brandr and Ivan will return to her the same as they left, and she doesn’t want their relationship to be a barrier that keeps any of them from pursuing personal fulfillment.

Bless her. Curse her.

“I’ll have to talk to her about it,” he says.

Cerrick shrugs. “Fine. I was planning to send you at the end of the week, if you agreed. Ivan, you haven’t said much. What do you think?”

Ivan grins when Brandr twists round to face him. “Any excuse to go home and speak the language of my people, with my people is a good excuse. I will be able to bring more Os plants home with me to put in this garden, since we won’t be transporting a gemsha this time.”

Cerrick chuckles. “Nicely put. Maybe you’ll finally find that blue leafed plant you won’t stop jabbering on about.”

Ivan sighs dreamily. Brandr has always known that Ivan loves his garden just slightly more than Edda and himself, but there’s no question that the mysterious blue leafed specimen he once glimpsed in the Oslands holds his entire heart. He’s been searching for the name of it and better yet, a clipping
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