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			Chapter One

			The wooden platform gleamed in the morning light. Like the surrounding buildings, the bright harbor, shaded with pastel colors of blue, white, and coral, depicted the beauty of Nereid life for all to see. Aphros smiled to himself, listening to the comforting splash of waves and feeling the breeze on his face. His ashen curls swayed in the wind, almost dry since arriving on land an hour before to greet his guests. His scales glittered under the bright sun, proudly and brilliantly proclaiming him a Nereid king. He inhaled, taking in the salty fragrance with an appreciation he could hardly describe.

			In the distance, the expected ship rocked in its moorings as the passengers descended. Aphros stood far enough back he could not yet make out faces, though he thought it fairly obvious the woman with shoulder-length chocolatey hair flanked by a group of men must be Queen Collette.

			Though slight of frame, her taller stature and strong shoulders and arms told him she would be a formidable foe should things turn violent, and Aphros knew at some point attacks would come to the kingdom.

			“They made good time,” Aphros observed.

			“The weather and sea have been cooperative,” Ceto replied from beside him, beaming with excitement. Her golden eyes seemed to grow larger with every step Collette made to close the distance between them. “The Goddess Galene wanted them here.”

			“She did,” Aphros agreed, smiling to himself. “And your excitement is palpable. You have been out here long before I.” Ceto was dry and well groomed, characteristics one could not always associate with the woman. She preferred her time below the surface, and when she appeared on land, it was last minute, and water usually dripped from her vivid red hair. Her earlier return to the island, after spending time on the now-docked ship, left Ceto with strong opinions regarding Collette, a fact Aphros quickly learned. “I believe you are much more taken with the queen than even Jayden.”

			“A person who takes on the world to seek justice deserves recognition, do they not?”

			“They do,” Aphros replied with a nod.

			Ceto turned to look at him more fully. “I believe she has earned the great honor of being Marked.”

			“Has she?” Aphros said. His gaze left their slowly approaching visitors, and he took in Ceto with curious warmth. “I do understand the depth of your affections for Coralia’s true queen, but affection does not warrant the honor.”

			“No, you are right,” Ceto said, her face contorting into teasing consternation. “Risking her life to save those at the labor camp, including Nereid, does warrant consideration. She didn’t just help others fight off guards. She stood face-to-face with the leader, and she let him assault her so the newly freed prisoners and children had a chance to escape.” When Aphros did not respond, she quickly added, “And look what she did for Jayden!”

			“Jayden can provide the recommendation for the events in Quenall if he wishes,” Aphros replied, though he tended to think Jayden should make the same nomination.

			Aphros looked back at the docks, watching the visiting queen laugh with two of her companions. By Galene, her youth practically screamed for recognition. Such youth should not have been subjected to the violence of an overthrow and promised war. He sighed and nodded. “She should be honored, I think. So many would have turned their back or passed the task to another.”

			Ceto beamed again, clapping her hands together in renewed elation. “Can I do it?” she asked, leaving Aphros to wonder if she would start jumping up and down if he agreed.

			He rubbed his chin, feigning thought as Ceto practically vibrated around him. “Perhaps, should she accept, you might be allowed.”

			Ceto responded by throwing her arms around him, an act only slightly less enthusiastic than he’d anticipated. “You are the best king!”

			“Because I indulge you?” Aphros asked with a grin, his gold eyes mischievous.

			“Indulgence is necessary,” Ceto insisted as she released the king.

			“It is,” he agreed. Motioning toward the slowly approaching party, he asked, “Should we go meet them?” A nod from Ceto, and the two descended the platform and made their way to the docks. The Nereid king smiled as the features of their guest came into focus.

			Collette’s youthfulness resonated with Aphros. Though he’d known her to be a mere twenty-five, the wide eyes and full cheeks sprinkled with freckles illustrated how shameful the treatment she’d experienced by her people had truly been. The struggle was unfair, and he would make sure her experiences going forward came with support.

			“Welcome,” he said, his voice jovial and expression warm. “It is so wonderful to finally meet you, Queen Collette.” He gave a bow resembling a nod, and his grin grew when she did the same.

			“I cannot tell you how pleased I am to meet you and to be here,” she replied. She was flanked by two men, a blond elf and a human with russet hair.

			Behind her stood the rest of her party, elf and human alike. The ginger one might have been part giant from the look of him. Intrigue rose in Aphros. He would have to inquire about the composition of the group. He smiled again as Jayden made his way forward.

			“Your Majesty.” Jayden bowed with a flourish, his dark wavy hair falling forward in the effort. “I told you I would find her, cousin.”

			“So you did, Jayden,” Aphros said, genuinely pleased both with the success and seeing his cousin looking so well. Breaking decorum, he offered the other man a brief but welcoming hug, a gesture returned just as eagerly by Jayden.

			When the embrace ended, Jayden stepped back so he could stand near Collette. “Did I miss anything while I was gone?”

			Aphros shook his head. “Just more confirmation from people on the inside of the stirrings in Coralia. We can go into more specifics once our guests have had time to settle and rest.”

			Jayden nodded and motioned Collette forward. When the two rulers were side by side, Aphros offered his arm to Collette. “Let me escort you to your accommodations while here,” he offered.

			He led the group along from the docks to the raised platform and along a stone path. They passed homes and businesses all made from a bright sandstone, some painted, though most remained a brilliant white. As they walked, he made an effort to point out places of note and others he found interesting. The small island made the walk equally small, and soon they arrived at the palace.

			Comprised of four floors, the white stone building topped with a coral roof stood as the prominent feature of the town. Though rectangular, the estate gently curved toward the back, a feature Aphros knew could not be detected from their current position. No one could call the royal residence a castle, but a palace it was all the same. Each of his guests and more would be provided comfortable accommodations. Rooms enough for all present guests and a dozen more, a sizable kitchen and dining area, artillery storage, and spacious meeting rooms would serve the group well.

			Passing a couple of guards as they strolled in, Aphros pointed out a carving above the entry. “The goddess Galene,” he said, earning a smile from the other ruler. Her genuine interest and the close proximity Ceto kept further soothed any lingering worries the Nereid king held.

			As they arrived in the entrance hall, Aphros relinquished Collette’s arm, turning to the group. “Ceto, will you alert the staff? They can make sure our guests are shown to their rooms and have everything they need to relax.”

			“Of course,” Ceto said, and she sprinted away without complaint.

			Aphros chuckled, a hand pressed to his abdomen. “Ceto is quite impressed with you,” he informed Collette. “So much so, she has requested we bestow you with one of our highest honors.”

			Collette’s brows raised in surprise, almost as though she could think of no action in need of such acknowledgment. “Oh?” Collette asked.

			The sudden silence from the rest of the group behind them demonstrated just how closely the people who arrived with Collette had been keeping an ear open.

			Jayden, for his part, just raised an eyebrow but looked unsurprised. Aphros was already half-convinced his cousin would request the same.

			Aphros nodded. “Indeed. The Nereid have a tradition of Marking those who have shown courage or strength or have otherwise acted in a manner worthy of note. From what Ceto reports, you put yourself at the mercy of a man who wishes to reestablish Merscale trades and who was also responsible for murdering and imprisoning innocent people. I also understand you were hurt in the process.”

			A small growl issued from the blond male elf standing near Jayden, accompanied by an unhappy look aimed at Collette. Simultaneously, the man with russet hair burst into laughter. Aphros wondered about the dynamics.

			“Oh,” Collette repeated, the word now more understanding rather than questioning. “I did not realize I’d done anything worthy of recognition.” Her brown eyes darted to the russet-haired man, amusement shining in them.

			“I’d wager the people you helped feel different,” Aphros said. “All the same, it is an honor we offer to you, but you may take the time to consider, of course. If you are receptive, then you will meet with the priestess.”

			“Thank you,” Collette said. “I shall think it over, and perhaps we can discuss it later?”

			“Of course,” Aphros replied.

			Ceto returned, the palace steward and a couple of servants in tow. “Ah, Heilo,” Aphros greeted his steward. Heilo was an older Nereid woman with thick, curly black hair she kept cropped just below her ears. She wore a stubborn no-nonsense expression, though it did nothing to hide her warmth and willingness to care for their guests. “Would you see our guests to their suites? I know they will want to eat and rest. Please make them comfortable.”

			“Aye, my king,” Heilo said. She inclined her head and turned to Collette. “Your Majesty,” she greeted. “Do I need to send anyone to the ship to gather belongings?”

			“No. We traveled light and carried what we have with us,” Collette replied.

			“Then we will also get a list of things you might need,” Aphros spoke up. He waved a dismissal to Heilo, insisting the Coralians be shown their spaces. “Jayden, a word before you also get some well-deserved rest.”

			Jayden nodded before stepping toward Aphros, who waited until they were alone again before speaking.

			“You must explain the dynamics I just witnessed,” Aphros insisted. He put an arm around his cousin’s shoulders and led him farther into the palace toward a private office where they could catch up.

			“Which dynamic are you most interested in?” Jayden asked, his eyes shining with amusement.

			“Whatever you feel is important or amusing.”

			“Well,” Jayden began as they entered an office. He closed the door behind them as Aphros saw himself to the wet bar. Bottles of dark rum waited to be sampled. “They are all very protective of the queen, but several of them are sleeping together or fighting. It’s an interesting mix.”

			“Tell me more,” Aphros requested as he sat out two glasses before uncorking a bottle of heavily spiced rum.

			Jayden took a seat and waited for Aphros to hand him a glass. Once it was in hand, he lifted the glass in a silent cheer and took an appreciative sip. “Well, to start, Collette is with the russet-haired man. You know, the one with the easy smile. His name is Larent, and he is a shifter from what I understand. There’s some tension around his shifting, but no one has gone into details. At least, not around me.” Another sip and Jayden continued. “The relationship is new, but they seem to care deeply for each other.”

			“So you didn’t know Larent from your time in Quenall?” Aphros asked.

			“No, but I did passingly know the half-elf with the dark hair. The muscular one with a scowl who hung back by the giant red head. His name is Tolan, and he is the one Collette ordered to help me safely leave Quenall when everything went wrong. He was with her then. Apparently, he left the party abruptly and without warning before she was injured. This was sometime after they left Azmarin from my understanding.” He paused to drink again, a cross expression on his face. “He abandoned Collette at one of the worst times in her life, and Larent was there to pick up the pieces. From what I’ve gathered, there were already problems with Tolan’s attitude before he left.”

			“Then we shall be wary of him,” Aphros said, his gold eyes narrowed in thought.

			Jayden nodded and continued. “The giant redhead is a man called Rion. He’s a furrier and a former member of Collette’s guard. He is also one of her former lovers. They seem to have parted on better terms.”

			“So three men in her direct travel party are either current or former lovers,” Aphros summarized as he took a seat with his drink. “Good for her. She’ll need the stress relief. Fythias won’t be joining for a couple of weeks yet. Who knows when Coralia will declare formal war?”

			Jayden laughed. “True. I don’t think she’s currently sleeping with all three, but who knows?” He shrugged and took another drink. “The two blonds, Arian and Thomas, are together.” Jayden looked slightly put out by the news. “Thomas is the man I told you about who would stand outside the palace and speak out against Collette’s policies.”

			“Does he not support her?” Aphros asked in interest.

			“He does,” Jayden confirmed. “But I think he believed her too gentle in her approach.”

			Aphros accepted the explanation. Collette could choose who she surrounded herself with, who she trusted, but he wanted to know what he could.

			“Have you proposed joining Thomas and Arian yet?” he asked his cousin, changing topics.

			Jayden rolled his eyes. “Too soon. Also, they appear to be monogamous.”

			“You never know,” Aphros said. “Queen Collette seems to be surrounded by partners.” He sipped from his rum, relishing the flavor. “Anything else I should know?”

			Jayden buried his head in his free hand. “She is not with all of them,” he reminded his cousin. “As for Arian and Thomas, despite how unbelievably attractive it was, having Arian threaten me for touching Thomas, roundabout way or not, tells me I will not be invited for any after-hours activities.”

			Jayden shook his head again, getting back on track. “The female elf Nawalya is an undertrained seer. She was also with the older male guard captain Whyldon. They are no longer together. From what I understand, she had a vision of Collette’s death, and she did not share the information. Which is all water under the bridge for the queen.”

			“Why do you think Collette would forgive so easily when others have not?” Aphros asked.

			“Collette, despite her considerable strength, is also very soft and caring from what I’ve observed. From my time in Quenall, I found her rather isolated by her position and her politics. Having friends, people who care about her, but are willing to own their mistakes, I think, means a lot to her. Nawalya comes across as truly sorry from what I’ve seen of her actions toward the queen. As for the captain, if you spend some time around Collette and Whyldon together, it becomes very obvious just why he is so upset his lover did not tell him Collette was possibly in danger,” Jayden said with a cryptic little smirk.

			Aphros narrowed his eyes. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

			Jayden gave his cousin, his king, a neutral look. “Depends on what you think I’m suggesting.”

			Aphros rolled his eyes, but he decided to indulge his cousin for a moment. “Are we supporting someone who doesn’t technically have a legitimate claim to the throne?”

			“Well, we could support the bastard who wants our people murdered for jewelry, or we could support the woman who has somehow made great changes while not being a true child of Sargarus.” Jayden paused to take a drink and pour himself another. “I think I did not recognize the connection before because Captain Whyldon always behaved so formally when I was in Quenall. The restraint no longer exists, and I have witnessed a close, affectionate relationship while traveling with them.”

			Again, Aphros gave his cousin a tolerant look. “I think it’s obvious who we have to support and who we should support. But we need to be aware of the possible resistance arising if ever the information of her parentage leaked.”

			“True,” Jayden conceded. He took another drink. “I overheard a conversation I wasn’t supposed to. They believe Collette isn’t fully human,” Jayden admitted with slight reluctance.

			“A Coralian leader who isn’t fully human…” Aphros said. “I never would have guessed.” Aphros sipped from his drink. Nothing he now knew deterred him from his planned support, but complications existed now. “If either is exposed, we will have to make sure we can protect her.”

			“Agreed, and I should also point out she has healing magic,” Jayden said as Aphros took a drink.

			The king choked on the rum, but he managed to set the glass down and glare at his cousin after the sputtering was under control. “You ass.”

			Jayden shook with laughter, having to put his own glass down so as not to spill on himself.

			“You know these are all things I need to know.”

			“I am telling you, am I not?” Jayden asked once he calmed down, his expression innocent.

			“I’m going to send you back to Coralia,” Aphros grumbled.

			“There is a rather attractive redhead there and a growing rebellion, so a return is not the threat you consider it to be.”

			“I wouldn’t be sending you away to punish you. It would be to preserve my nerves.”

			“Did I tell you she did her magic in front of people at the labor camp? I’m willing to bet the news will spread like wildfire. Are my chances raised even more?”

			Aphros rose from his seat to refill his glass. “Hiding magic is difficult,” Aphros said, less surprised by the magic than some of the other revelations. “And if she revealed her magic after dealing with the fight Ceto described, she probably felt like she had no choice,” Aphros guessed. “No wonder Ceto recommended her.”

			“I am recommending her as well,” Jayden said.

			“Can you justify it?”

			“She put my safety ahead of her own several months ago, and now she saved not only her own people but several Nereid who believe Coralia is their home and will not abandon it,” Jayden said simply. “She’s more than earned the honor, and I doubt the priestess would argue.”

			“Then we should talk with the priestess,” Aphros replied.

			“Can we hold off until tomorrow? I’m exhausted and would like to sleep in my own bed tonight. Beds at taverns and inns are so uncomfortable,” Jayden complained.

			“Of course,” Aphros easily agreed. “The priestess will want to talk with Collette, and I doubt she’ll be up for such discussions.”

			Jayden gave Aphros a thankful smile before finishing the rest of his drink. He stood, a little unsteady thanks to the strong drink, and he made his leave.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Riken closed his eyes and took several deep breaths as he prepared for the coming confrontation. No other word existed for his meeting with Rhoslyn. Before arriving in Quenall, he’d gathered she was angry with him. He couldn’t blame her, though he knew he needed to approach their pending confrontation with facts.

			The facts, as he understood them, were numerous. He knew his beautiful Rhoslyn now ruled Coralia with Zephraim only acting as a figurehead. Likewise, the marriage between the king and queen existed in name only, and Riken hoped the change would leave more room for him in Rhoslyn’s life. Lady Elrick was dead, and everyone believed it was a lover’s quarrel gone wrong. Xavier died by Rhoslyn’s hand after he had tried to assault her in her own rooms. Rhoslyn knew about his mishap with Collette. Most unfortunately, Rhoslyn had refused to see Riken outside of a formal meeting since he arrived.

			Yes, their meeting would not be easy. He would need to apologize for much. Never in his life had he made such errors in judgment, and if any were to find him guilty for his errors, he would rather it be his goddess than any other.

			Opening his dark eyes, Riken ran a hand through his wavy black hair then reached out with his free hand and knocked twice on the door to the meeting room. His other hand was wrapped tightly around the cane he would be forced to use for the rest of his life thanks to Collette shattering his kneecap.

			“Enter,” came Rhoslyn’s reply, her voice level, though lacking in warmth.

			Riken took another deep breath before twisting the handle and entering. The room was one he never thought he would get to see since King Sargarus died. Smaller than the council chamber, but more richly furnished, it more resembled a large office or small library except for the raised dais on the left where Rhoslyn sat on a heavily decorated, comfortable-looking lounge chair. Her silky cinnamon hair, fair skin, and cunning green eyes drew him in even if her expression warned of her temper.

			Riken hobbled over to her, trying to conceal the severity of his limp. Arriving in front of her, he bowed deeply, ignoring the half-elf servant girl standing in wait and Zephraim who was seated against the far wall, a book in his hand.

			“Riken,” Rhoslyn said in greeting with a complete lack of her usual happiness to see him, “what do you need?”

			She looked beautiful and ever so regal in a deep green dress. Her cinnamon hair was pinned up and her crown adorned her head. She also looked more aloof and angrier than Riken had ever seen her, causing all his words to dry up in his throat.

			“Yes?” Rhoslyn prompted impatiently.

			“I came to report my failure, Your Majesty, and to beg for your forgiveness.”

			Rhoslyn did not reply for several moments, instead tilting her head to study Riken as though she wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. “You do need to fully explain the reports in your letters,” she decided. “And Xavier, of course.”

			Riken lowered himself slowly to one knee in a sign of respect, though it was much harder than he felt it should have been. “There is nothing I can say to wash away the stain of Xavier, nor the actions he took against you. He was always loyal to me, and I was unaware of his more deviant behaviors until my commander Cadan made me aware. Had I known, I never would have left him with you.”

			 Riken had never paid attention to Xavier’s less-than-pleasant aspects. Those not-quite-human women Xavier targeted had not mattered. That his first true indiscretion was not only their queen but Riken’s beloved made him glad Xavier was dead and gone. “There is no excuse for my lack of judgment, and I will accept any punishment you deem fit.”

			“I should send you back to Wildrun,” Rhoslyn said, her voice growing colder with each word. “But from your letters, you have failed me there.” She stood and walked over to where Riken knelt. “Explain to me again how you had Collette in hand, and she managed to escape.”

			Riken did not raise his head but kept it bowed in subservience and sorrow he had never shown Collette or Zephraim. In truth, had either of them berated him, Riken would have raged against the treatment. Rhoslyn alone had the power and the right to judge him for his failures. The Mother knew he had failed her and their kingdom.

			“I was arrogant and overly certain of my success. I left all but three of my men at our resting place and rode onward to the labor camp. I did not know Collette was there until she approached us. I ordered her arrested but got too close. I allowed Collette to taunt and enrage me. She then attacked me, shattering my kneecap. Collette’s allies killed two out of the three men with me. She allowed Cadan to take me from the camp. I am sorry I have failed you.”

			“Why would you be so careless?” Rhoslyn asked. “She managed to sneak out of the castle prison under the noses of every person in the palace. You thought four men would be enough to subdue her?”

			“I didn’t know she was there. I was just going to check on the status of the new camp, and when I saw Collette, she was alone,” Riken trailed off. “There is no excuse for my stupidity.”

			“No, there is not,” Rhoslyn agreed. She looked at the half-elf girl and snapped her fingers. Quickly, she approached Rhoslyn, picked up a pitcher, and poured a drink into a matching goblet. When she finished, she bowed and backed away, never making eye contact.

			Rhoslyn turned her gaze back to Riken. “How do you plan to rectify your errors in the future?”

			“By listening to the sound advice of Cadan, and yourself, and not underestimating our enemies.”

			“Fine,” Rhoslyn decided after another long period of silence. “We shall meet again soon.” Her words drew only the briefest of glances from Zephraim.

			Riken nodded and rose shakily to his feet, head still bowed. “Is there anything else my queen wishes of me?”

			Rhoslyn shook her head. “No. I think that is all for now.” She sipped from her wine. “You should take better care of your injury, Riken. Perhaps meet with the palace physician.”

			Riken raised his eyes to look at Rhoslyn. “As you wish, Your Majesty.” He bowed once before turning on his heels as best he could and limping out. He would head to his rooms, summon the physician, and wait to see if Rhoslyn would come to him or summon him.

			Riken,

			You may come to me. My anger has waned.

			Rhoslyn

			Her Royal Majesty Rhoslyn, Queen of Coralia,

			I am excited to begin our discussions of lending aid to Coralia in their efforts to apprehend the outlaw queen Collette. The false rumors of her death provided her too much of a lead on both our kingdoms, and I know you yearn to put a stop to her efforts. I will make plans to visit you in your kingdom in the coming weeks. I am still trying to organize the empire after King Brath’s untimely death. 

			If needed, I can send aid ahead of my visit. I know there are many questions in your kingdom given the state of rebellion you have experienced. I am not unwilling to help shut down any and all problems. You simply need to ask.

			Your Servant,

			Mallan Hialti

			[image: ]

			As Agnes hurried to the caves, she pressed a hand against her ample chest, encouraging her lungs to open and allow her to breathe better. The dash from the palace down to the caves took a lot out of the old woman, but the physical pushback did nothing to deter her from delivering her news.

			She arrived at the entrance, a little windswept and disheveled from the physical exertion, but feeling more positive about the future than she ever had before. She uttered the current code to a guard hidden just inside the concealed entryway, and when allowed to pass, she slowed her gait to something more manageable for her age.

			By the time the older woman made it into the open main cavern, she’d caught her breath, though her excitement had only risen. She spotted Diana, the beautiful blonde former palace head cook, sitting at the makeshift table, though upon spotting the older woman, she rose from her seat and went to greet her.

			“Agnes, we weren’t expecting you,” Diana said, her large eyes roaming over Agnes as though she had arrived injured.

			“I know, but I have news!” Agnes said, her voice quivering with elation. “Great news!”

			The announcement was enough to draw attention from Howle and Crem, who were off to one side of the cavern going over what appeared to be a map.

			“What’s happened?” Howle asked, now approaching the women. His long black and silver dreads swayed as he rushed over.

			“She’s alive!” Agnes announced joyously.

			Crem and Howle looked at each other, then to Diana. Hope hesitantly sprouted in their gazes, obscuring the weariness they so often wore.

			“How did you come by the news?” Crem, the former commander of the queen’s guard, asked as he joined them. He ran a hand over his closely cropped brown hair, the action emphasizing his overly large ears.

			“Lord Riken has returned! He can barely walk. He reports she attacked him in Galel.”

			Howle, true to his name, howled in laughter upon hearing the news. “By the Mother, lass, tell me he tried ta arrest Collette, and she beat him bloody. Give me more details.”

			Crem rolled his eyes and asked, “Did he say where he found her? Who she was with? Anything?” From the way his eyes lit up, Agnes knew hope was truly rekindling in the former guard commander.

			The older woman smiled as Diana grasped her hands, jubilant from the news. “I can only report what I and Gisela overheard, but it seems as though she was near Wildrun, freeing the prisoners at an unsanctioned labor camp. Riken came upon her, intended to bring her here, and she attacked him.” Agnes’s pride over the girl she’d cared for since birth couldn’t be contained. “Riken said she was with Mers, elves, and he suspects, Captain Whyldon.”

			“If Captain Whyldon still draws breath, he is with the queen,” Diana asserted.

			“I think so, too,” Agnes agreed. “And it sounds as though she’s gathered support on her own.”

			“Did Riken report this to Zephraim or Rhoslyn?” Diana asked.

			“Both, though he was considerably more apologetic in speaking with Rhoslyn.”

			“After his own man attempted to assault Rhoslyn, I assume he groveled,” Crem said, the worry lines back.

			Agnes nodded. Barris hadn’t been able to leave the castle much since Rhoslyn had taken over. They were all concerned, and Riken’s return would only strengthen her reign.

			“With confirmation of the queen being alive, we can reinvigorate the resistance,” Diana reminded them all.

			“Yes, we can.” Crem gave Diana a soft grin. “Any news on Barris or Zephraim?”

			“Lord Barris reports he is keeping a lower profile while he figures out a path forward,” Agnes replied. “He believes Rhoslyn suspects him of nothing, but he would like for her to maintain the opinion a little longer.”

			Crem nodded, eyes shining in something akin to triumph. “Thank you, Agnes. News of her survival means everything to us.”

			“Thank the spirits she’s alive,” Agnes replied. She squeezed Diana’s hands again and bid farewell to the men before making her exit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Ian tread through the city with care, red hair glinting under the bright spring sun. Despite being human, and therefore at less risk, he was there on behalf of Queen Collette. Tasked with finding Cremisius Hawke and his friends, he had the task of delivering news of her ongoing survival and coming up with a plan to rescue Sara Whyldon. Neither task scared him as Ian had spent the past months technically committing treason depending on who was asked, but he knew he was in unfamiliar territory.

			Walking down one of the many cobblestone streets, Ian kept an eye out for any friendly faces. He kept a low profile, doing nothing to draw attention to himself. The act allowed Ian to observe the people around him. Some held the distinct hunched body language of fear. In others, he saw something casually cruel, sneers and haughty expressions reminding him far too much of the inhabitants of Wildrun. Their presence told him how the locals were viewed and treated by the self-appointed monarchs.

			Fortunately, among a smaller collection of Quenall locals, he saw glimmers of hope. These people did not look away, even though they didn’t acknowledge him as he passed. Ian smiled as he realized news of Queen Collette had already reached Quenall.

			Continuing through the city, Ian grew disheartened to find he recognized almost no one, and those he did know wouldn’t know anything useful. After hours of no luck, he decided to seek out some of the more disreputable folks he knew when he spotted a hooded figure leaving the busier streets for a quiet one. Deciding it couldn’t hurt to follow, Ian pursued.

			He managed to follow the figure for several blocks, keeping his presence hidden among the others, though he eventually lost sight of them. Cursing, Ian spent a few seconds looking for where the person might have gone, only to end up face-to-face with the hooded figure and their blade.

			“Why are you following me?” the hooded figure growled in a harsh, deep voice. Still, Ian recognized the voice as belonging to Cremisius Hawke. Having met the former commander during Queen Collette’s birthday celebration the prior fall, Ian was unsurprised by Crem’s lack of recognition. Ian knew Crem had helped hundreds of people that day, whereas the people who made impressions with Ian were much more limited.

			Ian fell back on his tavern voice and manners, behaviors meant to soothe a customer ready for a fight. “My name is Ian, and I was looking for you, truthfully. I have a letter from Captain Whyldon for you,” Ian explained with a smile. He reached for his side pouch slowly and pulled out the letter. Whyldon’s neat, decisive scrawl across the front of the folded parchment spelled out the name “Cremisius Hawke.”

			Crem greedily snatched the letter from Ian’s hand, giving him an apologetic look after the former commander realized what he’d done. Ian just shrugged and waited as Crem ripped open the letter and scanned its contents. Slowly, the tension in Crem’s shoulders slackened, and hope bloomed in his gaze.

			Crem,

			We are as well as can be expected. I suppose rumors of her death have long circulated in Quenall, but make no mistake, our queen is resilient. She has recovered from the injuries which demanded she stay hidden over winter, and she is ready and willing to do what is needed to rescue us all from our suffering.

			We will be with the Nereid for now, but rest assured, Her Majesty plans on righting everything as quickly as possible. For now, Ian is with you to help. Don’t lose hope.

			John Whyldon 

			“Thank you for this,” Crem said after scanning the letter a second time. “Come. Let’s get us both somewhere safe.”

			Ian nodded. “I would love that after my long journey here.”

			Crem nodded in agreement, and he led Ian toward the outskirts of town. As they walked, Ian could see the ex-guard had questions, but instead of pushing, he waited for Crem to speak.

			“Whyldon’s letter is sparse, but it says they are headed to the Nereid kingdom, and they are as well as they can be.” He cast a glance at Ian. “How true is the last statement?”

			Ian considered the question for a moment. “From what I saw, he isn’t lying. The whole group he travels with looks tired, especially the queen. They carry a fire with them, though. A hope.”

			Crem nodded again. “We were told she was alive not long ago. Lord Riken arrived, and my people informed us, but I don’t think I truly believed it until I saw it in Whyldon’s handwriting.”

			“Lord Riken demonstrated honesty. No matter how horrific a person he is, from what I’ve gathered, he doesn’t lie.” In truth, Riken was moral, at least by his own set of beliefs. He’d acted atrociously following those beliefs, but he could be counted on to follow certain actions. 

			Ian pondered Riken’s nature for a moment before continuing. “Collette confronted Riken to give time for the people she’d freed from the labor camp to escape. From what I could see, she shattered his kneecap with a single kick.” Ian couldn’t help chuckling. “I didn’t think someone could be so severely injured with a kick, but I overheard another member of her party remark she is unusually strong.” 

			Ian observed Crem’s expression as best he could while they walked, watching as the man considered his words. Despite their short acquaintance, Ian recognized the moment the former guard realized the queen was stronger than she should be. 

			“It’s because she grew up with us,” Crem said. “She grew into it around me and the others, and it just became something Collette could do. We never viewed it as something unusual.” Crem shook his head. “Dear Mother, the things you miss when it’s right in front of your face.”

			Ian kept his mouth shut. If the people of Quenall could so easily miss Queen Collette’s strength, then they could easily miss more obvious questions, like her parentage.

			The two continued to walk until they reached a cave covered by a well-hidden guard to either handle an intruder or run inside to warn the others. Crem gave the man a complicated hand signal, and the two were allowed to pass. 

			A walk of a few minutes on unstable ground led to a big open cavern shored up by large wooden beams. Ian would bet good money the cave and the connecting ones had been used for smuggling at some point in the past. It was what he would have used it for at least.

			On one side of the room sat an attractive blonde woman, mending garments with a deft hand. On the other side, standing over a table covered in maps and small figures, stood one of the largest men Ian had ever seen. His broad shoulders, dark skin, and long black braids with gray threaded throughout created an imposing figure. Ian recognized the man immediately as Sunny Howle, and he quickly pushed down the urge to ask the man to bed.

			“Diana, Howle, I have more news and a new friend.”

			Diana had already looked up when she’d heard footsteps, and though her brows were raised in surprise by the presence of a stranger, her expression remained friendly. “What news does your friend bring?”

			Ian watched as Crem held up the letter. “A handwritten letter from Whyldon giving us confirmation they are alive and well and headed to the Nereid kingdom.” The former commander practically glowed with joy.

			Ian turned to look back at Howle as he snorted. “We already knew she was alive, but it’s good ta have confirmation.” Howle gave Ian a cautious once over, his eyes not lingering anywhere interesting which caused Ian to internally curse. He’d have no luck there.

			Diana put her sewing aside, rose, walked over to Crem, and plucked the letter from his hand. Her eyes widened in excitement at the familiar scrawl. “Whyldon’s confirmation provides necessary proof.”

			“Are ya thinkin’ of printin’ the letter and sendin’ it around town?” Howle asked jokingly.

			“There are those who will want to see proof since Rhoslyn and Riken have pushed their way forward,” Diana reminded Howle.

			Ian considered the benefit of such a move even as he observed Crem roll his eyes and drop a kiss on Diana’s forehead. 

			“The letter also mentions Ian is here to help with other matters,” Crem said in a casual drawl, and Ian found three sets of eyes on him, “but he doesn’t clarify how.”

			Ian gave the three his most charming smile. “I’m here to help you rescue Sara Whyldon.”

			Diana’s mood shifted to something much less hopeful. “Whyldon’s sister? What’s happened to her?”

			“She is a resident of the palace’s prison. Arrested for treason before I met up with the queen.”

			Diana bit her lip. “Security over the prison was increased after Queen Collette escaped.” She looked to Crem. “Do you think they expect her to come mounting a rescue?”

			Crem looked thoughtfully over to Howle before shaking his head. “There are some who will advise Rhoslyn of Collette’s intention to return, if only because of her connection to Whyldon. Rhoslyn, on the other hand, might be one of the few people to never have underestimated Collette. Naïve and idealistic Rhoslyn may believe Collette to be, but she would know Collette wouldn’t risk her kingdom for one person.”

			“Riken isn’t nearly as perceptive,” Diana pointed out, “based on what Agnes reports.”

			“Riken is a man with status, power, and a home base where everyone thinks he’s right and rarely disagrees with him. He may have known Collette was trained to fight, but with the way he was raised, in his mind, Collette was never going to be a match for him,” Ian said thoughtfully. “Outside of Wildrun, the majority of people on my side of the mountain don’t agree with Riken’s ideals. Inside Wildrun, however, well, Lord Riken has never faced a reality check quite like our queen before.”

			“One would have thought he would be more wary of her since she banished him from Quenall originally,” Howle muttered.

			“Thank you for the lecture,” Diana said, brow raised as she surveyed Ian. “None of what you said addresses that the now emasculated and humiliated Lord Riken again resides in the palace with a chip on his shoulder about what happened. He can sway Rhoslyn to act foolishly, no matter how cunning she might otherwise be.”

			“Sorry,” Ian said with a slight blush of embarrassment as he realized yes, what she said truly did go over his head.

			A nod from the blonde acknowledged the apology, and Diana continued, “To the point, Riken likely hasn’t learned his lesson.”

			Ian felt Crem nudge him as if to say, “it happens.” 

			“No, he hasn’t, but with his own man assaulting Rhoslyn, she might question his judgment enough to not listen to him,” Crem said. 

			“What?” Ian asked in confusion, causing Howle to laugh. 

			“How about we sit down, have a drink, and trade stories? You can tell us how you ran into Whyldon and our queen, and we’ll let you in on the shit show in Quenall.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Collette blinked, waking slowly. The luxurious bedding, nicer than anything she’d encountered since fleeing Quenall, tempted her to ignore the source of her consciousness, but she knew she could not. She’d been exhausted the night before, a combination of her ongoing fight against insomnia and travel, but now she was awake enough to take in the room.

			At one end was the large bed with a vanity and wardrobe. Closer to a set of double doors sat a small round table with two chairs. A side table with a pitcher of water and a bowl of fruit stood near the bed. She recalled other rooms through the set of double doors, though Collette didn’t know if the earthy tones of the bedchamber flowed into the space.

			After brushing her dark hair from her face, Collette stretched out an arm across cream sheets, finding the space next to her empty but still warm. A low murmur of voices sounded from the door on the other side of the spacious room. A slight turn of her head, and Collette spotted Larent leaning against the doorframe talking to another person.

			“So, instead of sleeping, you decided to spend last night roaming the island and are now freaked out by the plant life?” Larent asked.

			“I am not freaked out. I’m just concerned,” replied a soft feminine voice.

			“You are,” Larent contradicted playfully, “because some of the plants glowed, and one tried to eat you.”

			“It did not try to eat me,”’ Nawalya insisted. “It moved and a vine wrapped around my wrist unexpectedly.”

			“So, you killed the poor innocent plant. It just wanted to love you, Nawalya.”

			“Larent!” Nawalya protested firmly, though the word ended in a whine.

			Collette smiled at Larent’s warm chuckle. “I would have freaked out, too. Don’t worry, though. I’ll tell Freckles in case you murdered some rare or holy plant so there isn’t an incident. Maybe go get some sleep, though?”

			“I should, but I may explore more. The island is beautiful.”

			“And new,” Larent said. “I may have to check out the glowing plants come nightfall.”

			Nawalya replied, her voice too low for Collette to catch, but whatever she said had Larent laughing.

			“Go have fun, and try to avoid killing more plants, okay?” With a shake of his head, Larent closed the door and strolled back to the bed, footsteps soft against coral tile. He smiled softly upon catching her awake. “Hey, Freckles. I hope we didn’t wake you.”

			“Neither one of you was exactly being quiet,” she pointed out.

			“Sorry,” he said, climbing into bed. “I had meant to keep it down.”

			“So, laughing loudly was keeping it down?” she teased as he settled beside her. She reached up and ran her fingers through his russet hair a few times.

			“Apparently,” he joked. Laying on his back, Larent got comfortable before reaching out for Collette, and as always, she moved to cuddle with him. “Nawalya got spooked by a plant. I couldn’t not laugh.”

			“The elf woman who helped me take on a prison camp full of elves and Nereid was truly afraid of a plant?”

			Larent chuckled. “Yup. She was sitting by one of the many, many ponds and fountains, and a glowing plant wrapped around her wrist. It startled her so badly she ripped it up by its roots. She then tried to replant it, but…” Larent trailed off as laughter shook his frame, though he forced himself to stop as she settled against him.

			“I suspect she’s never been somewhere so different from Coralia before,” Collette said, an observation more than a question. “Which surprises me given how much Arian tells me the three of you have traveled.”

			“We have traveled a lot, but the Nereid islands are probably the most unique of places we’ve been.” He yawned as he lazily ran his fingers through her hair.

			“Sometimes I think the lot of you spent more time fucking around than anything else.”

			“Arian would deny the accusation to his dying breath. Besides, we weren’t fucking around with the man-eating plant. We realized our mistake when Nawalya was almost swallowed whole.”

			“I believe about half of your stories,” Collette replied, head now resting on Larent’s chest. She sighed, content as she listened to the steady beat of his heart.

			“Which half?” Larent asked.

			“I’ll let you figure it out.”

			Larent laughed. “Okay, fine. It didn’t nearly swallow her. The plant did have strangling vines, and we knew about them beforehand. We just almost got caught,” he admitted. “Mostly because Nawalya and I were fucking around, and Arian was upset enough at us he wasn’t paying attention.”

			“See? I am not the only one who makes dangerous choices.”

			“I’ve never claimed you were.”

			“Yeah,” Collette agreed, casting her eyes toward Larent’s face, “but Arian is still very unhappy with my choices.”

			“It’s how he shows love. The angrier or more protective he gets, the more he loves you. Which means you’re his favorite person.”

			“Obviously. He’s my brother. I’m also certain he’d lock me in a room somewhere and leave me there if he could get away with it.”

			“Oh yeah, he would. Shit, he’d push you in a broom closet and hope you couldn’t escape if he was desperate.”

			Collette gave a quick laugh. “He would, which means next time I decide I need to go on an adventure, I should include him.” She would have at the camp had Arian been closer.

			“Or make sure there are no closets nearby if he happens to overhear you making plans to adventure.”

			“Oh, I plan on adventuring much more in life,” Collette assured him. “But first, I think I must rise and get ready. Aphros has much he wishes to discuss with me today.”

			“Or we could say in bed and see how soundproof the walls are?”

			Collette laughed. “We will have time to test that later.”

			Larent rolled them over so he was on top of Collette, his weight held up by his arms. “But where’s the fun in waiting? I think hearing you scream this early in the morning would be a fun way to wake everyone else up for their day.”

			“You would,” Collette said, reaching up to cup the back of his neck with her hand, her fingers playing with the ends of his russet hair. “We do not have the time for a long, lazy morning.”

			Larent gave her a sharp, mischievous grin. “We have time for a little fun though, don’t we?”

			Collette met his mischievous grin with her own. “Very brief fun.”

			Larent bent down to kiss Collette, nipping at her lower lip. “So, three rounds only. I can manage that.”

			[image: ]

			When Collette emerged from her rooms later, every inch of her spoke to her position as Coralian queen. Although her hair still brushed the tops of her shoulders, the front strands had been pulled back and secured with twinkling jeweled pins while the rest fell in gentle waves.

			She’d also been provided with clothing beyond what she’d traveled with, and her dress, a pale rosy pink accented in silver, practically floated around her. Nothing she wore compared to the heavier, richer materials of Quenall high fashion, but the elegant, slimmer silhouette suited her well.

			Larent stepped out of the room next to her, dressed
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