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  The Island Out of the Sea


The roar of Arth, the Bear Spirit, shook the earth and pushed the mountains up out of the water, 
The powerful wings of Seabhac, the Hawk Spirit, created the wind that smoothed the jagged peaks,
Tyll the Owl Spirit flew over the land, pulling the trees out of the earth with his strong talons, 
The hooves of Ceffyl, the Horse Spirit, pounded the valleys into being,
While the paws of Blaidd, the Wolf Spirit, dug the rivers and lakes,
Upon the completion of their work, the island of Pern Coen was created,
Gifted to the five clans to honor and care for.
But three Spirits remained, their offerings denied by the rest of those who  
resided in the Greater Spirit Realm,
Cigfran, the Raven Spirit, wished to bring death, 
Fianna, the Stag Spirit, wished to allow decay, 
Pysgod, the Fish Spirit, wished to allow for destruction, 
And all wished for complete control over those who called the island home. 
The Five Spirits were left to band together, diminishing the power of the Three. 
Shunned by the Greater Spirits and their power reduced, the Three Spirits are forced to roam the Realm of the Mortals, 
Sowing their darkness wherever they can and seeking to possess the souls of those who willingly give them.
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  Chapter 1


The day she had long dreaded had finally arrived. Faustina stared blankly out the window overlooking the bustling city of Talekos, while her handmaidens, Elpis and Laelia, prepared her to present herself before her uncle, the Imperial Regent of Kelnore. Today, she would learn who it was that she was to marry. In less than a month, she would come one step closer to fulfilling her duty as both a princess and a duchess. 
She had been luckier than most over the past few years, spared having to be married off at the young age of sixteen or seventeen. Her uncle, Girogos, had been lenient, allowing her freedom until her twentieth birthday. But today, his leniency would come to an end. It was time for her to do her part for the empire; to marry well and bear her husband healthy sons. 
Laelia and Elpis were quiet while they finished pinning her hair, but she knew that they were as anxious as she was to discover whom she was to marry. It would be up to her husband to decide if her handmaidens would become a part of their new household, though Faustina was determined to do what she could to help them maintain their positions. Elpis and Laelia had been with her for five years now and she had no intentions of abandoning them. She had prayed to the gods every night since hearing of her impending wedding, pleading with them to grant her a husband who would allow such a thing. 
“Finished, Your Highness,” Laelia murmured as the two women backed away. 
Faustina remained where she was for a moment, studying herself in the vanity. As always, her handmaidens had done an admirable job making certain that she would live up to her mother and uncle’s scrutiny. Her dark hair was elegantly pinned up in a mass of curls and though it was largely for looks, with the rising heat of the day she was thankful to have the thick locks up off of her neck. Her cream-colored gown, with its high waist, was both slimming and sophisticated; the multiple layers of sheer fabric rippling like water when she moved. Cosmetics had been carefully applied to her face, bringing out the rich brown of her eyes. On the outside, she was precisely what she was expected to be: the picture of feminine perfection. On the inside she felt as if she might vomit at any moment. 
Truly, she had never expected to marry for love, as some lucky commoners did. The nobility, in particular the Imperial family, did not have such a luxury. While she hoped for a man she could at least form a friendship with, she would settle for one who was neither cruel nor thirty years her senior. Elpis brought over her soft silk slippers and Faustina’s stomach churned as the handmaiden helped her into them. 
As Faustina got to her feet, there was a knock at the door, followed by the presence of her younger brother, Stelios, being announced by her guards. Some of the tightness in her chest eased. After the death of their father, she and her brother had grown close. Since their father’s passing, their mother had not been much of a mother and for countless years it had felt to Faustina as if her true family only consisted of Stelios. His presence would be certain to help soothe her fractious nerves on a day like this one. 
When she crossed the room, her guards opened the doors to her bedchamber and she stepped into her sitting room where Stelios waited. He was the striking image of their father with his shoulder-length black hair and brown eyes. In his bright red shirt, embellished with the silver serpent of Kelnore, his crisp black pants and polished boots, he looked every inch the Crown Prince. Soon to be Emperor, she reminded herself as she walked up to him. He was eighteen, two years younger than she, and next year he would be old enough to take his place as Kelnore’s leader. To her, however, he would always be her little brother. 
“You look stunning,” he said, nodding in approval before getting to his feet. 
“Hopefully Mother will not have any complaints,” she replied. 
“As if she has any room to,” he muttered. 
Faustina ignored the slight at their mother, Myrrhine, taking his arm when he offered it. She had long given up trying to salvage her own relationship with their mother, much less Stelios’. After their father died, Myrrhine had fallen into a dark place, not able to care for her children, much less have anything to do with holding up her husband’s empire. At first when Myrrhine had sought comfort in Girogos, Faustina had had hoped that a better life would be in store for them, but after the two married, Girogos had made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with his brother’s children. In turn, Myrrhine had only become more distant. 
Faustina pushed the dark thoughts aside as she and Stelios left the sitting room, more guards opening doors before Stelios led her out into the airy, alabaster hallways of the Imperial Palace. As they walked to the throne room, they passed by an open breezeway and she could feel the heat of the sun’s rays, though the polished marble floors remained cool under her feet. To their northern neighbors, the arid heat was considered a curse, but to Faustina it spoke of home. 
“It’s a good match that Uncle has made,” Stelios said as they walked. “You’ll be well provided for.” 
She nodded, swallowing hard and trying to ignore her quivering stomach. It was a strange reversal of roles after spending so many years feeling as if she were the one raising her younger brother. But now that Stelios had come of age, he inhabited a very different place in the world than she did. He was a man now and not just that, he was Crown Prince along with a newly appointed captain in their uncle’s army. Stelios was a leader and in control of his own destiny, while she was little more than a pawn. 
“Is this man someone you know?” she asked. 
“Someone I know of.” Stelios paused, casting her a sidelong glance. “I think you’ll be happy. He has enough prestige and money to keep you comfortably.” 
She nodded, a sinking feeling settling in the pit of her stomach as they reached the throne room. If her betrothed had wealth and prestige, he was most likely considerably older than her. Allow me to give him an heir quickly, she prayed. And then at least allow me to live my own quiet life. Even if it is a lonely one. Palace guards bowed before them, resplendent in their uniforms of silver and red. The throne room doors were thrust open and the knot in Faustina’s belly grew as she and Stelios stepped inside. 
Girogos and Myrrhine awaited them at the head of the room, both seated on their marble thrones. As usual, Girogos looked bored with the entire affair while Myrrhine appeared carved of stone, looking every inch the perfect image of an Empress of Kelnore: beautiful and silent. As Faustina and Stelios crossed the large open chamber, Faustina’s gaze flitted beyond the palace guards to the man standing a few feet away at Girogos’ side. She couldn’t stop her sharp intake of breath, her steps faltering. She had no recollection of the stranger’s name and though his looks weren’t completely unfortunate, he was far closer to her uncle’s age than her own. 
“He will take care of you,” Stelios whispered in her ear, urging her on. 
Somehow, she managed to make it to the head of the room. Myrrhine briefly stared at Faustina with a critical eye before her expression became closed off once more, while Girogos’ gaze remained as cold and hard as always. Stelios remained with Faustina and she took strength from her brother’s presence. She wanted to shrink away, to beg her uncle to give her at least a few more months of freedom, but she knew that eventually, she would end up in this exact same place again. It was her duty. 
“Captain,” Girogos said, motioning to the man that she assumed was to be her intended. “My brother’s daughter, Her Imperial Highness, Princess Faustina, Duchess of Solis.” 
Stelios released her and she curtsied in front of the captain as he bowed. When he straightened, she boldly allowed herself to study him for a few moments. From his uniform, she could tell that he was part of the Imperial Navy. Girogos and Myrrhine would no doubt be appalled that she was able to discern such a thing, but she had spent as much time as Stelios’ tutors making certain that her brother was prepared for his role as Emperor. She had learned a few things herself along the way. 
“Your Highness,” the captain said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “Captain Haris of Vindemia.” 
She didn’t recoil at his touch, but neither did it fill her with warmth. He was tall, his dark blond hair thinning and his grey eyes cold as he assessed her. After a moment, he turned back to Girogos and the two men began to discuss the details of the betrothal. As they talked, Faustina tried to recall what province the landholding of Vindemia was in. Drawing a blank, she inched closer to Stelios. 
“Vindemia is in Lapis, is it not?” she asked him, careful to keep her voice quiet. 
“Yes,” Stelios replied. “The far northern part of it. He’s a Viscount, but he’s done well in the Navy and his villa has become quite wealthy in recent years.” 
She pressed her lips together, struggling to maintain her tight-lipped smile. Her betrothed had both a title and a duchy to gain by marrying her, it seemed, along with plenty of coin. She remained silent while the negotiations were made, her voice not welcome in such discussions. The longer she studied Haris as he spoke with Girogos, the more the dull thud in her chest grew. The man was cold and calculating, that much was obvious. To him, their betrothal was a business transaction, nothing more. She had known it was foolish to hope for love, but now it seemed even friendship would be out of the question. 
“Three weeks,” Girogos said, jarring her back to the conversation at hand. “You will remain at the palace until then, Captain.” 
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Haris replied. 
“Faustina,” Girogos said, turning his attention to her. “I expect you will take this time to learn what your husband expects of you.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty,” she murmured, unwilling to look either her uncle or Haris in the eye. 
She had always known that such a day would come, but there was still an unbearable ache in her chest. Girogos dismissed them and Haris barely glanced her way before he departed. Stelios saw her out of the throne room and she silently thanked the gods for her brother’s support as they stepped back out into the hallway. After the throne room doors shut, she dropped her carefully constructed mask, biting her lip and swallowing hard. Stelios’ expression softened and for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the loving younger brother that she remembered instead of the serious, imposing man he had become. 
“Do you want to go out to the gardens?” he asked, his tone gentle. 
She nodded, letting him lead her back through the maze of palace halls to her one place of solace. When she was younger, the love of the palace gardens had been something that she and her mother had shared, but in the wake of their father’s passing, Myrrhine never stepped foot near them anymore. Faustina knew that Stelios himself had little interest in the myriad of plants, sculptures, and fountains, but she desperately clung to his company as they made their way there. 
The sun beat down on them when they stepped out of a breezeway and into the lush gardens at the palace’s center. She could smell the faint sea breeze along with the fragrant perfumes of blooming flowers. They wandered the crushed shell paths, Stelios silent as he walked along at her side, his hands clasped behind his back. As they wandered the rows of roses, sea lavender and agapanthus, Faustina could feel the tension in her shoulders easing. She came to a stop at a sculpture of Aestas, the goddess of summer, and took a seat on a nearby bench, soaking in the shade that the statue offered. 
“Better?” Stelios asked, taking a seat beside her. 
“Somewhat,” she answered, allowing her shoulders to slump and hoping that none of her mother’s many servants were nearby to catch her break in decorum. “Why does he want me?” 
Stelios let out a quiet sigh, rubbing the back of his neck. “He’s ready to settle down and sire heirs.” 
“And he was the highest bidder?” 
“Faustina…” Stelios paused, angling himself toward her. “He doesn’t need you for your money, he had plenty of his own. He’s well-respected among the nobility and he’s proved his success on the field. He’s the sort of man who can provide you with the life that you’re accustomed to.” 
She couldn’t look at him, instead staring at the alluringly posed, half-dressed goddess in front of her. 
“It is time for us to grow up,” Stelios quietly said. 
She gave him a sad smile, finally looking his way. “Aren’t I the one who is supposed to be telling you that?” 
“It will be for the best.” He rested a hand on her knee, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You’ll see. I have to get back to the practice yard. I’ll see at dinner?” 
She nodded before bidding him farewell, remaining on the bench as she watched him stride off. As soon as he was gone, she allowed herself a few of the tears she had fought to keep at bay. She had known for most of her life that this was the future before her, yet she still felt as if she were grieving a life that she would never have. 
As the years had passed with still no marriage arrangement, she had held out hope that perhaps Girogos would simply allow the duchy to pass to her or to at least let her choose one of the many young noblemen who had thrown their attention her way. But in the end, it seemed that duty, tradition and coin had won out. Her dreams of a young, handsome nobleman who would at least make her feel something, were just that; dreams. She was the daughter of an emperor and the heir to a wealthy duchy. That was not to be her fate. No matter how much she wished it to be. 






  
  Chapter 2


His companions were unaffected by the bustling city of Talekos, but Idris was not. As the three of them rode along the vibrant streets of the capitol city, he found it impossible to ignore his racing pulse and the adrenaline that flooded him. He had waited almost his whole life for a moment like this one and he wasn’t going to waste it. 
The buildings that lined either side of the cobblestone street were two to three times the size of even the largest buildings in his homeland, the far northern island of Pern Coen. The hot and humid air was also a stark contrast to what he was accustomed to in the north, though the light weight clothing he and his companions had purchased upon entering Kelnore had helped them all not perish from the infernal heat. 
Two of his mother’s top advisors on trade, Cadoc and Murchadh, rode beside him. Of the two, the fair-haired Cadoc had been most amenable to the journey south, though Idris was uncertain if either of the men were really thrilled with his mother, Heledd’s, decision to send them to Talekos. But Heledd was Ri, the leader of the Clan of Seabhac, and neither Cadoc nor Murchadh had much room for argument once her decision had been made. 
Murchadh in particular had been less then pleased when Heledd had announced that not only were they to travel south, but that Idris would join them as well. The older man hadn’t even tried to hide his irritation at having to watch over the Ri’s son. Like I’m three instead of twenty-three, Idris thought with a shake of his head. He was plenty enough of a man to be involved with matters of diplomacy, Murchadh’s opinion be damned. 
As they guided their horses through the crowd, Idris risked a glance behind them. The tall ships with their billowy sails in the distant harbor were still an astounding sight. They had nothing of the sort in Pern Coen. A shout drew his attention and he was barely able to keep his horse from colliding with another oncoming rider. 
“Pay attention,” Murchadh muttered, sending him a sharp look. “We don’t need any trouble here.” 
“I’m well aware of that,” Idris replied, but he could feel his face heat as focused between his horse’s ears. 
Heledd’s ability to even get them entrance to the southern Empire of Kelnore had been a rare feat and he knew that many of the Kelnorians would be expecting trouble from them. Not all in the empire had been pleased with Emperor Girogos’ decree to allow in traders from the far northern lands of Darnic, Dineum and Pern Coen. Even on Idris’ island home, many of the other clan leaders had not agreed with Heledd’s decision to send a party south. But Heledd had never been one to pass up on an opportunity that might benefit the people of Seabhac. 
At first, she had planned on sending another prominent clansman instead of Idris, but after much arguing and begging on his part, she had finally relented to let him go. The only condition was that after he’d had the grand adventure he longed for, he would seriously consider his future as Ri. Idris suspected that his mother hoped that time away from home would perhaps dampen his wanderlust, but thus far, nothing had been further from the truth. 
He had been fascinated by both the myriad of cultures and languages they had encountered on their long journey to Talekos and the city itself boasted people of all different backgrounds and stations. Luckily for him and his companions, the common tongue was freely spoken in the empire, but it was also apparent that many other nations took advantage of doing business in the wealthy imperial city. 
Eventually, Idris and his companions guided their horses off the crowded city streets and down a side alley that led to their destination, an inn by the name of Aureus Ficus. It wasn’t far from Talekos’ largest market square and only half a mile from the famed Imperial Palace. The inn itself was a sight to behold with its three stories and gleaming pale pink walls. A stable boy took their horses and the three men gathered their supplies from their mounts’ saddle bags before they walked into the inn. 
The first thing that struck Idris once they were inside was the intricate tile mosaic that covered the floor. The colorful artwork depicted a stunning golden-haired woman eating some sort of fruit. He managed to keep his mouth from dropping open as he studied the sensual image, only to be elbowed by Cadoc when a tall, dark-haired man approached them. 
“Ah,” the stranger said, extending a hand to Murchadh. “More northerners?” 
“Yes,” Murchadh replied. “From Pern Coen. Three rooms, if you have them. Though we can make due with one if we have no other option.” 
The man, who introduced himself as the inn’s proprietor, Albus, confirmed that he had the lodging they sought and after an exchange of coin, they were directed to their rooms. They had what Albus referred to as an adjoining suite; three bedrooms connected by one small common room. It reminded Idris of the larger chambers in the castle that he and his family called home. He took the room with the small balcony and its own separate entrance, eager for privacy and a view of the city. Upon stashing their belongings, they reconvened in the common room, Murchadh insisting that they establish a plan for the days ahead. 
It was cooler in the building than it was outside and as Idris strolled into the common room, he felt a new appreciation for the open, airy architecture of the south. Cadoc was inspecting the eating area along the far wall while Idris took a seat on the plush bench at the room’s center, the two of them waiting for Murchadh to emerge from his room. An open window let in both the outside noise and the faint sea breeze. The inn was only a mile or two from Talekos’ famed docks. 
Idris briefly closed his eyes, hardly able to believe that he was here, in Talekos, hundreds of miles away from his home. He had managed not only to travel, but to literally journey to the opposite end of the Realm. The knowledge brought with it a sense of satisfaction along with a lightness in his chest. The weeks on the road had been long and hard, but they had been worth it. 
“We’ll be lucky if we don’t all melt to death by the time we make it home,” Murchadh said as he walked into the room, he and Cadoc taking seats across from Idris. 
Idris resisted the urge to roll his eyes, though he couldn’t suppress a frustrated sigh. The noise earning him a pointed look from Cadoc. Murchadh had complained steadily from the moment they had left the island and Idris was starting to think that he would never be free of the other man’s incessant grumbling. 
“I think it wise if we get to the market early tomorrow,” Murchadh continued. “That way we’ll have plenty of time to have our permit validated and set up our stall.” 
“How early are you thinking?” Cadoc asked. 
“Right at dawn,” Murchadh answered. 
Cadoc nodded in agreement and Idris barely stifled a groan. Mornings had never been his favorite time of day and he’d hoped now that their travels were over, he wouldn’t continue to be quite so well acquainted with the sunrise. 
“Do you really think that’s necessary?” Idris asked. 
“Yes,” Murchadh replied, his brow furrowing. “We’re here for business, not for pleasure.” 
Idris tensed. “You can’t possibly expect that—”
Cadoc held up a hand, cutting him off. “No one is saying that you can’t do any exploring while you’re here, but it’s best if we all keep our wits about us. We’re foreigners and the laws in this land are different than our own. We don’t need to be causing any trouble between Emperor Girogos and Ri Heledd.” 
Idris mumbled an acknowledgement, not quite meeting the men’s gazes. He had no intention of causing trouble, but he would be damned if he spent his entire time in Talekos either working at the market or locked up in his room. The conversation shifted to their plans for the morning, but Idris found himself continually distracted by the noises outside, eager to leave his companions behind and go explore the city. Spirits only knew if he would ever get such an opportunity again, especially if he agreed to his mother’s wishes and took his place as Ri when she eventually stepped down. I’m not wasting this, he thought, watching a colorful bird come land on the window sill before taking flight again. He was more than ready to embrace all that Talekos had to offer. 






  
  Chapter 3


The only bright news in Faustina’s morning was that Viscount Avitus of Prada and his wife, Cassia, had arrived at the Palace late the previous night. Faustina and Cassia had been friends since they were five years of age, but Faustina hadn’t seen the other woman in months. When Cassia had married Avitus, he had whisked her away to his province in Calidi until his duties as a nobleman had called him back to Talekos. Faustina was anxious to see her friend again and to be able to speak with someone who might understand her reservations regarding her impending marriage, but first she had to get through breakfast with her betrothed. 
Laelia and Elpis had adorned her in jewels that matched the sea green fabric of her gown and had added sea roses from the garden to her pinned hair. She was perfectly presented for a morning with Haris, the picture of an ideal Kelnorian princess and duchess, but as palace guards escorted her to one of the many dining rooms, she felt anything but beautiful. Her stomach churned and she struggled to take deep breaths as she walked into the room where Haris awaited her. It was her duty to marry the cold man before her, but she felt like nothing but a prized horse who had been bought and traded. 
Haris got to his feet when she entered, though he allowed one of the guards to seat her before instructing them to take their places along the wall. Propriety dictated that she not be alone with Haris until they were wed, but as her betrothed studied her with a scrutinizing gaze, Faustina became uncomfortably aware of the amount of time she would be expected to spend in his presence during their brief engagement. Time that would only increase once they were married. 
Faustina fidgeted with the skirts of her dress under the table as servants brought them food and drink. The room they were in, with its peach-colored walls and long windows overlooking the gardens, had once been soothing to her. But now, even the pleasant colors and views of blooming plants couldn’t quell her quivering stomach. 
“I have no expectation of this being a love match,” Haris said as they began to eat, his movements stiff. “And I expect that you will not believe in such foolishness either.” 
“Of course not, my lord,” she murmured, though his blunt words made it difficult for her to stomach the piece of fruit she had just swallowed. 
“The duchy will need an heir,” he continued, not even looking her way. “His Majesty expects it. I will do my duty and you will do the same.” 
She nodded, forcing herself to eat while silently reminding herself that all she had to do was produce him a son. Once he had an heir, there would be no reason for him not to leave her be. Silence fell between them, uncomfortable and thick. She knew that she shouldn’t speak out of turn, but the tension between them continued to build and she could feel her hands growing clammy. 
“Do you plan to resign your commission to run the duchy?” she finally asked. 
He looked at her, his brow furrowed and his mouth turned down. 
“Of course not,” he answered, shaking his head. “I will hire a steward for that.” 
She mumbled an acknowledgement, working to school her features. Even with the ire in his tone, the answer was a relief. If he intended to remain in the Imperial Navy, then he would be gone for lengthy periods of time. It gave her hope that she would be able to maintain some sense of normalcy in her life, even once she was married. 
Their meal continued on in silence, though on occasion Haris did glance her way. The looks he gave her as he assessed her body weren’t exactly comforting, but at least he didn’t completely ignore her. She tried once more to engage in conversation, asking him about his family, but he was swift to chastise her for it and she kept her mouth shut the remainder of the meal. Once the servants returned and cleared their plates, he turned toward her, waiting for the servant’s to leave before he addressed her again. 
“I will be frank with you,” he said. “I do not want a wife. Such arrangements are usually more trouble than they’re worth, but I am not so blind not to realize that I need an heir. Nor am I such a fool that I would willingly pass up on the chance to advance my station. You will be loyal to me and I will make certain that this arrangement benefits the both of us. Are we clear?” 
She nodded, her chest tight and her body numb as he rose from the table. She scrambled to her feet after him, the palace guards dutifully returning to her side. 
“Until tomorrow, Princess,” Haris said, taking her hand and barely brushing his lips over the back of it. 
Somehow, she forced a smile before he departed the room, in spite of the painful tightening in her throat. She had foolishly spent the night hoping that some affection could grow between them and that perhaps, with time, he would change. But their conversation had made it perfectly clear that her future husband was as cold and heartless as she had feared him to be. 
The guards saw her out of the room and her stomach was in knots by the time she returned to her chambers. Elpis and Laelia were there to help her change into a less extravagant day dress, the two women speaking excitedly of her marriage while they arranged her hair into more practical braids. By the time Faustina returned to the sitting room to wait for Cassia, her chest ached. She had known that she was never destined for love, but over the years she had held out hope for at least a kind man or a man she could form a friendship with. Haris was neither. 
Faustina didn’t have to wait long for Cassia and for that she was grateful. Her friend sailed into the room upon being announced by the guards. Cassia’s dark blue gown matched her sparkling blue eyes and she grinned as she crossed the room to join Faustina. The two women greeted one another before settling down on the plush fabric chase. 
“It seems that congratulations are in order,” Cassia said. 
“Yes,” Faustina answered, forcing a smile, though by the wrinkle in Cassia’s brow, her friend saw right through it. 
“You’re not happy,” Cassia said, her expression softening. 
“He’s not…” Faustina paused, worrying her lower lip before shrugging one shoulder. “He just isn’t what I expected, is all.” 
Cassia placed a hand on Faustina’s arm, her tone gentle. “There are worse things in life than marriage to a wealthy, powerful man.” 
Faustina nodded, clearing her throat before making herself meet Cassia’s gaze. “Marriage looks as if it agrees with you.” 
A faint blush came to Cassia’s cheeks and she smiled. Her exquisite gown and her countless jewels were the most obvious signs of her new, happy life as a viscountess, but as Faustina studied the other woman, there was something else. Cassia practically glowed and there was a light to her eyes that gave Faustina hope. Avitus was only twelve years Cassia’s senior, versus Haris’ twenty, but if Cassia had found happiness with her husband, then perhaps Faustina could as well. 
“Yes.” Cassia replied, though she didn’t quite meet Faustina’s gaze as she fidgeted with one of her gold bracelets. “It has agreed with me quite well.” 
“Avitus has been kind?” 
“Avitus…” Cassia hesitated, still looking away. “Avitus is a busy man. It has allowed me time to find other pursuits.” 
“Such as?” Faustina asked, raising a brow. 
Cassia’s gaze darted around the room, though Faustina couldn’t quite fathom why. The guards were all outside her chambers and Laelia and Elpis were off attending to other duties. 
“You must promise me that you will keep this a secret,” Cassia said, lowering her voice. 
Faustina stared back at the other woman in confusion. “Of course, you know you can trust me. But Cassia, what is it?” 
Cassia licked her lips, leaning toward Faustina and lowering her voice.  “I met a man when I arrived at Avitus’ villa. One of his guards.” 
Faustina’s eyes widened as she realized what the other woman was saying. 
“Cassia,” she hissed. “You can’t be serious. Your husband could have you killed.” 
“We’ve been discreet.” Cassia sucked in her cheeks before she let out a low breath. “Elias loves me. He would never do anything that would cause harm to come to me.” 
“Cassia,” Faustina let out a quiet groan, rubbing her forehead. “You know that we are not meant for love. Those are foolish tales told by the common people to try and make their lives more bearable.” 
“But why should we suffer? Forced to marry men who see us as nothing more than vessels to secure their progeny and destinies. Avitus seeks happiness elsewhere, I don’t see why I shouldn’t be allowed to do the same.” 
“Avitus is a man. And a nobleman at that.” 
“Avitus will never find out. Elias and I will make sure of it.” 
Faustina bit her lip, trying to ignore the pleading look in Cassia’s eyes. She knew nothing of her friend’s lover, but she hoped that he would be true to his promise of keeping her safe. Men’s indiscretions were overlooked, expected even, but if a woman were to do so there were significant consequences. 
“It is your choice, I suppose,” Faustina said with a tight-lipped smile. 
“I promise you, Elias will never let anything happen to me.” Cassia leaned back in her seat. “Tell me about Haris.” 
“He’s a naval captain. I expect from our conversation at breakfast this morning that he will be very busy with his duties.” 
Cassia gave her a sly smile. “That might not be such a bad thing.” 
“I am not going to risk the wrath of either my husband or my uncle,” Faustina said, giving her a pointed look. 
“I’m sorry, I know it’s different for you.” Cassia dipped her chin to her chest. “I’ve just never had happiness like this before and I wish that you could experience it too.” 
“Stelios likes Haris well enough. Like you said, he’s wealthy and powerful.” 
“Has he been attentive to you, at least?” 
“We had breakfast this morning.” 
“And?” 
Faustina’s shoulders slumped, her thoughts drifting back to the awkward, tense meal. “He’s very… serious.” 
Cassia gave her a sympathetic look. “What would you say to a trip to the market?” 
“The market?” Faustina repeated, thrown by the abrupt change in topic. 
“Yes, the market,” Cassia said with a grin. “You quite obviously need some cheering up, and what better way to do so than by spending a man’s money? You have a wedding to prepare for, after all.” 
Faustina laughed, shaking her head. Truthfully, Cassia had always been trouble, it was one of the reasons Stelios had never liked her, but Faustina had long appreciated the other woman’s liveliness; even if it was accompanied by mischief. If nothing else, a trip to the market would help get her mind off the lonely life she was sure to lead as Haris’ wife. 
“That,” Faustina said, “sounds like an excellent idea.” 






  
  Chapter 4


Sweat poured off of Idris as he lugged the load of furs onto the wooden table in front of him. They had arrived at the market just before dawn and were given a make-shift stall on one of the outer rows. The crowded space around them resounded with shouts, horses’ hooves and a mixture of both common and foreign tongues. The array of colors filling the square astounded him, as did the mass of people who milled about. He hadn’t had a chance to see beyond their own row of vendors, but he was eager to explore, even if his companions weren’t. Behind Idris, Cadoc passed him another pile of furs while Murchadh continued to arrange their wares on the table. 
“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Idris asked, gesturing to the throngs of people passing by. 
“No,” Cadoc said, “and I for one am eager to get away from this accursed heat.”
Idris cast the other man an annoyed look before his gaze turned back to the crowd. He couldn’t disagree that the sweltering temperatures of the south weren’t exactly enjoyable and they had been at the market for hours and sold little, but there was nothing like the fascinating scene before him back in Pern Coen. Even the island’s largest markets and squares were a fraction of the size of the one outside of the Imperial Palace. 
Murchadh barked at him to be useful and Idris set to helping the older man create another arrangement of furs that would hopefully entice buyers. A loud shout cut through the market square just as Idris finished laying out a pile of rabbit furs. He spied what appeared to be a large canopy carried by four men, the odd structure parting the swarms of people. He watched with curiosity as the strange vessel, resembling a carried bed, moved closer to them. The soldiers carrying it wore the colors of Kelnore, their faces solemn as they marched with their load. They stopped a few feet away and one of them pulled back a sheer white cloth. 
Idris was transfixed as a woman, dressed in a gown of wispy lavender cloth, stepped out. A less ornately dressed woman walked along beside her, the two of them pushing their way through the crowd while two soldiers trailed behind them. The noblewoman’s imperious gaze fell on Idris and he couldn’t break his stare as she began to glide in his direction. Her dress was embellished with bits of gold that glimmered in the hot sun and her rich dark brown hair was elegantly pulled off her neck. There was no mistaking her beauty and his pulse started to race as she drew closer. 
“Remember, we don’t want any trouble,” Murchadh muttered. 
The foreign beauty stopped in front of Idris and he could barely breathe, not even caring to respond to Murchadh’s warning. She looked over the furs on the table, brushing her long, slender fingers over them. 
“You are new here, yes?” she asked, looking back up when she addressed Idris, her southern accent thick.
“Y-yes,” he answered. “We hail from Pern Coen.” 
“Where is that?” She picked up one of the rabbit furs, examining it more closely. 
“An island in the far northern territories.”
She eyed him with puzzlement, her brow wrinkling slightly when she sat down the fur. A shout came from behind her and she turned her head toward the noise. 
“Duchess Faustina!” one of the soldiers called, marching over to her. 
She and the soldier spoke to one another in hushed tones while Idris marveled at the gold flowers adorning her hair. He couldn’t understand their words, but the soldier motioned for her to follow him. She paused, glancing back at Idris. 
“What is your name?” she asked. 
“Idris,” he answered. “Idris of Seabhac.” 
“You have lovely wares, Idris of Seabhac.” 
She flashed him a soft smile, one that made his mouth go dry, before she walked off, following the soldier. He was oblivious to everything else as he watched her wander off and join a third woman he hadn’t seen before, the newcomer dressed in an equally extravagant gown of dark blue. Soon, the women blended into the crowd along with their soldier escorts and Idris was left staring with an unexpected ache in his chest. When Murchadh dropped another pile of furs in front of him, he started, his thought still on the mysterious noblewoman. 
“A gentle reminder that you are here to work,” Murchadh said, giving him a pointed look. “Not get yourself entangled with some Kelnorian noblewoman.” 
“I’m well aware of that,” Idris grumbled, grabbing up the furs and starting to stack them with the others. 
But as he worked, their unexpected visitor wasn’t so easily vanquished from his thoughts. He was no stranger to beautiful women, especially given his status as the Ri’s eldest son, but none of them had ever made him feel quite like she had. Nor had any of them ever so solidly branded themselves into his memory after one brief meeting. It was a foolish thought on his part, but he wouldn’t object to seeing her again. The odds of them ever stumbling across one another were low, but he at least had a name: Faustina. 






  
  Chapter 5


The trip to the market had been a worthy distraction for Faustina from her impending marriage, just not in the way she had expected. She had lain in bed all night unable to get her mind off of him. There had been something about the northern merchant she had encountered, something about his rugged good looks, deep voice, and compelling green eyes that continually drew her thoughts back to him. Their chance meeting had been brief, but she would be lying if she said that she didn’t long to see him again. Idris of Seabhac had excited her in a way that no other man ever had. 
Somehow, she made it through her morning of entertaining a few other noblewomen who were visiting the palace while their husbands or fathers handled political affairs with Girogos. But by the time lunch rolled around, she was sick to death of inane conversation and more than ready to escape the confines of the palace. Unfortunately for her, Stelios had arranged a meal in the gardens with Haris the day prior. With a bit of pleading on her part she had at least convinced her brother to invite Avitus and Cassia as well. With Cassia present, Faustina wouldn’t find herself completely ignored. 
Stelios escorted Faustina down to the gardens, filling her in on his morning discussions with Girogos’ general, Titus. It was undoubtedly a less than appropriate topic for a princess, but for a little while she felt like they were as close as they had been when they were children. Stelios’ excitement over gaining more responsibilities in preparation for his role as emperor was impossible to miss and even though the topic of war and fighting held little interest for her, she smiled and nodded at all the right moments. 
Once in the gardens, they took a seat under a large canopy that had been set up. Their table overlooked a fountain with a sculpture of the founding god and goddess of Kelnore at its center. The marble artwork depicted both Opes, the god of wealth and prosperity, and Amare, the goddess of love and fertility. Faustina had seen the statue hundreds of times and yet as she sat in her seat, she couldn’t help but notice something different about the carved images. 
Amare kneeled at Opes’ feet, her arms wrapped around his waist as she looked up at him. Faustina had always been told that Amare was looking at Opes in adoration, but today she didn’t see a woman in love. Instead, she saw a desperate woman struggling to gain the attention of the man who towered over her. An empty feeling settled in the pit of Faustina’s stomach, but she didn’t have long to dwell on her morose thoughts, as they were soon joined by Cassia, Avitus and Haris. 
Cassia took a seat next to Faustina, while Haris settled on the other side of her. Haris barely acknowledged her beyond bowing and taking her hand to roughly kiss the back of it. Food was brought out by servants and the men were soon in deep discussion over Girogos and Titus’ wish to expand Kelnorian holdings in the province of Primun. Faustina and Cassia were left to talk among themselves, the men paying them little attention. 
“Have the seamstresses started on your dress for the wedding yet?” Cassia asked while the men droned on about strategic plans. 
“Not yet,” Faustina replied, giving a tight-lipped smile in spite of her churning stomach. 
“Maybe we can go down to the market again tomorrow and look at some of the fabrics that have been recently imported. You certainly deserve something unique for your wedding day.” Cassia gave Faustina a sly look before she took a sip of wine. 
“Maybe,” Faustina replied, her heart fluttering at the thought. Cassia had only gotten a glimpse of Idris, but on their return trip to the palace, Faustina had found herself spilling the details of the exciting interaction to the other woman. 
A servant re-filled Haris’ wine goblet and he glanced over at the women, his brow furrowed. Faustina immediately looked down at her plate, working to school her expression and banish all thoughts of Idris. 
“I’m not sure the market is the place for you,” Haris said with a frown. “Not with the influx of traders from the far north. Men like that aren’t like the ones you’re used to. I hardly think it safe.” 
Faustina stiffened. There were many in the nobility that had not agreed with Girogos’ decision to allow such men into Kelnore’s borders to trade and it appeared that Haris was one of them. Men like Idris were viewed as outsiders; not to be trusted. As had been evidenced by the palace guards’ disapproval when she had wandered over to Idris’ stall. 
“Cassia and I have been down to the market many times,” Faustina said, daring to look over at her betrothed. “We always take guards with us and no harm has ever come to us.” 
“Such decisions are not going to be yours for much longer,” Haris replied, his movements stiff as he cracked open a crab leg. 
She bit the inside of her cheek, willing herself to stay quiet and Cassia gave her a sympathetic look. Haris took her silence as acquiescence and turned his attention back to Stelios and Avitus’ discussion. Cassia drew Faustina into conversation a few more times until the meal wound down, but Faustina found that she didn’t have much desire to talk or to eat. She could see a future with the man beside her, but it wasn’t a happy one. Instead, it was one that left her chest tight and her stomach hard. 
The meal finally came to an end and Faustina was relieved when Cassia whisked them away to another part of the gardens. The men were well in their cups and seemed more than happy for the two of them to wander off so that they could continue drinking and carrying on conversations that the women were too delicate for. Faustina and Cassia found shade under a small grape arbor and Faustina sank down onto a stone bench, taking in the pungent, fragrant scent of the grapes and allowing it to soothe her. 
“Perhaps he will get better with time,” Cassia said, sitting down next to her. 
Faustina glanced over at the other woman, raising her brows in disbelief. 
“Well, then I will pray to Amare that he is willing to spend most of his time ignoring you like Avitus does to me.” 
Faustina sighed, allowing her shoulders to slump as she stared at her hands. “I know it shouldn’t surprise me. I had just hoped…” 
“For more?” Cassia gave her a sad smile. 
“Foolishly, yes.” 
“I’m serious about going down to the market with you again.” 
Faustina bit her lip, the back of her neck heating as her thoughts flitted to Idris. “I’m betrothed, Cassia.” 
“You’re shackled.” 
Faustina jerked her head up at the frank statement and the bitterness that had laced Cassia’s voice.
“You didn’t ask for this,” Cassia continued, “and you’re going to do your duty. You will have a lifetime of being forced to be at Haris’ side, but this moment with this man… it’s fleeting. Grab it while you can or spend your whole life regretting that you didn’t.” 
“You speak from experience?” Faustina asked. 
Cassia wouldn’t look at her. “Perhaps.” 
“If anyone were to find out, he could get arrested; possibly killed. Not to mention how Girogos and Haris would punish me.” 
“No one has to find out.” Cassia leaned back on her hands, tossing her hair. “We’re just talking about you seeing him again, Faustina. Not you making love with the man.” 
Faustina bit her lip, trying to ignore how her cheeks heated and her pulse raced when she thought of the latter. She was silent for a moment, her heart torn in two directions, but Cassia wasn’t entirely wrong. She hadn’t asked to marry Haris and just because she saw Idris again didn’t mean that she would not do her duty in the end. 
“When is the last time that you did something that you wanted?” Cassia asked, her voice soft. 
Faustina worried her lower lip, another stretch of silence passing between them before she gave a slight nod. “Alright.” 
Cassia grinned. “You’re not going to regret this.” 
Faustina gave her a tentative smile, trying to ignore the quiver that had returned to her stomach. She could only hope that Cassia was right. 






  
  Chapter 6


Idris didn’t see Faustina again for four days and both Cadoc and Murchadh kept him busy enough with various tasks that he’d had little time to explore Talekos, or inquire about her. The harder Cadoc and Murchadh pushed him, the more he began to wonder if his mother had specifically tasked the two men with keeping him working from dusk to dawn in some misguided attempt to keep him out of trouble. Idris knew that Heledd didn’t approve of his wanderlust, she’d rather he be back in Seabhac, preparing for his future as Ri, but that wasn’t the life for him; it never would be. 
As he stood behind their stall in the market, he couldn’t help but compare the dullness of home with the vibrancy of Talekos. They’d been hocking their wares since dawn and though the morning had been busy, allowing them to sell a fair number of furs and wood carvings, the activity had died off when late afternoon rolled around. He wiped sweat off of his brow and picked up the pitcher off the table, pouring himself a drink. He could do without the infernal heat, though this evening he intended to make his way down to the Bay of Aegir and enjoy a swim in its cool waters. Cadoc and Murchadh would have to make do without him. 
He was taking another long drink of lukewarm water when he spotted her. Faustina wandered the market with two palace guards and a lighter haired woman at her side. His pulse quickened at the sight of her, today dressed in a gown of flowing green fabric that flattered her figure. She began walking over to him and he took another large gulp of water in an attempt to wet his dry mouth. Her companion remained with the guards and while the men watched her every move, Faustina approached Idris alone. 
He ran a hand through his hair, trying not to grimace as he glanced down at his dust covered clothing. When he looked back up, he was greeted with her shy smile and his bit of self-consciousness faded away. On the other side of the stall, Idris heard Murchadh clear his throat, but he ignored the other man, focusing on Faustina instead. 
“You Grace,” he said when she reached the table, giving her a low bow. 
A slight, yet remarkably becoming, flush colored her cheeks and she shook her head. 
“Truly, that isn’t necessary,” she replied, picking up one of the wood carvings. “Do you make these?” 
“Some of them.” He gestured to a few of the carvings that he could call his own. 
Faustina set down the bear she was holding, exchanging it for a brightly colored sparrow he had created. 
“They’re lovely,” she murmured as she studied it. 
“Not nearly as lovely as you.” 
Her flush grew deeper but her smile broadened. 
“How long will you be here?” She set the sparrow back down. “In Talekos?” 
“A little over three weeks,” he replied. 
She pursed her lips, drawing his attention to them, and he struggled to push aside thoughts of kissing her. Stunning as she was, she was far beyond his reach, even as the son of a Ri. 
“Have you had a chance to see much of the city?” she asked. 
“I’m afraid not,” he answered, ignoring the dark looks that Murchadh and Cadoc were sending his way. Far above him she might be, but he wasn’t going to throw away an opportunity to speak with her while he could. 
“I’d actually hoped to go down to the Bay of Aegir this evening,” he told her. “We don’t have such beaches in Pern Coen.” 
“Oh?” A light came into her eyes and she glanced over her shoulder before looking back at him. “The bay is beautiful, especially in the evening. If… I might make a suggestion?” 
“Of course.”
“A few blocks away from the fish market, near the Syreni Inn, there’s a wonderful stretch of private beach.” 
“Then perhaps that’s where I will venture to tonight.”
“Are you planning on anyone joining you?” she asked, her tone uncertain. 
He paused, noticing the way she worried her lower lip. 
“No,” he slowly answered, drawing out the word. “But, if I were to stumble across anyone while I was there, I’m sure I would enjoy the company.” 
“I see.” She fidgeted with one of her golden bracelets. “It is one of my favorite stretches of beach.” 
His breath hitched as he tried to discern if she truly was trying to hint at something with her words or if his imagination was simply running wild. What can it hurt though? he thought, clearing his throat.
“Perhaps I’ll see you there some time,” he said. 
She looked over her shoulder again, her brow wrinkling before she turned back to him and schooled her expression. “I like to go after dinner, an hour before sunset. It’s a beautiful thing to see on the water.” 
“Then I suppose I’ll have to try and see it for myself.” 
She licked her lips, smiling as she looked back down at the carving of the sparrow. “You wouldn’t want to miss it.” 
His heart lurched at the subtle hint that he was growing more and more certain she was suggesting. He went to reply, but the yell of one of her guards cut their conversation short and she quickly backed away. 
“I have to go,” she said, her smile fading.
“Of course. It was wonderful to see you again, Your Grace. I will be certain to catch the sunset this evening.” 
Her smile returned and she hurried back over to her guards and her companion. His heartbeat thumped loudly in his ears as he watched them go, disappearing back into the crowd. He had intended to go for a swim regardless and if he happened upon the beautiful Faustina while he was there, he certainly wouldn’t run away from the chance to see her again. 
“Are you truly so incapable of staying out of trouble?” Murchadh said, glowering at Idris as he walked over and shoved another box of furs onto the table. 
Idris stiffened, refusing to shrink under the older man’s disapproving gaze. “I was just having a conversation with a lady. I didn’t know that was a crime.” 
“In Pern Coen, no. In Kelnore, possibly. Especially when the lady in question is a member of the Imperial House. And a princess no less.” 
“She isn’t a princess, she’s a duchess.” 
“She’s both,” Murchadh said, narrowing his eyes at Idris. “That’s Emperor Girogos’ niece you’ve been throwing yourself at. Do you think His Imperial Majesty is going to be pleased to hear that she’s been running around with some man from the far north?” 
Idris shrugged the other man off, busying himself with unloading the furs from the box and spreading them out on the table. 
“I’m not an idiot,” he mumbled. 
“Then don’t act like one,” Murchadh said, shooting him a pointed look. 
Idris ignored him. He was aware of Kelnore’s strict laws but he hardly saw how happening to run into Faustina in a public place could constitute as some sort of unforgivable crime. Besides, he thought, grabbing up a few sleek otter furs. I might not even see her there. Cadoc and Murchadh could complain all they wished. He was going for a swim. 






  
  Chapter 7


This is easily the most foolish thing that I have ever done, Faustina thought as she stood along the empty beach, listening to the crashing of the waves. Her chest was tight and she felt as if she were gulping down her breath as she waited in front of the gentle, sloping dunes of Speculo beach. She had dressed in her plainest gown, a light blue sleeveless dress with a gold cord wrapped around her middle and Cassia had helped her pull her hair back into a simple braid. 
At Cassia’s recommendation, Faustina had forgone both her jewelry and her cosmetics. Though she felt almost naked without them, she knew the last thing she needed to do was draw attention to herself. The stretch of beach she stood on was usually deserted, the dunes and sea grass tucking it away from the street nearby, but running into the odd merchant or commoner was still a possibility. 
She fidgeted with her leather sandals, having made the decision to pull them off and carry them on her trek across the sand. The sun was beginning its descent in the sky, casting its pink and orange rays across the water. The waves were calm, smoothly lapping the long stretch of empty shoreline. Worrying her lower lip, she glanced back at the dunes behind her. 
Cassia was hidden away there, along with her lover, Elias. He had helped the two of them sneak out of the palace and would make certain that they remained safe. Turning back to the empty beach, Faustina took a few deep breaths and attempted to calm her quivering stomach. Her risk had been a foolish one. She had no guarantee that Idris would even show. 
She had just begun to give up hope and slink back to the palace with shame when she saw him. Her pulse quickened as she watched him stride toward her, carrying his boots and a dark grey blanket slung over his shoulder. When he drew closer, he held her gaze and she could feel an all too familiar heat creep up the back of her neck. The way he looked at her was far different from any of the countless noblemen she had encountered over the years and it was nothing like Haris’ unnerving glances. Idris looked as if he saw her, not just her duchy and her title. 
“The sunset is lovely,” he said upon reaching her. 
“The water is usually quiet here as well,” she said, gesturing to the small waves. “Good for swimming.” 
He gave her a grin, one that made her chest flutter. “Excellent.” 
She could feel herself flushing, his genuine, care-free manner not at all what she was used to. “I’m afraid that you’ll have to partake in that particular activity on your own.” 
“A walk first then?” he said with a shrug. 
She nodded, falling in step with him as they began to wander down the beach. He kept his hands clasped behind his back, but she didn’t miss how closely he walked to her, their shoulders occasionally brushing. Even those feather light touches flooded her with warmth and she was happy to allow such familiarity. Who knew if she would ever get such a chance with such a man again? 
“What is it like?” she asked. “The north?” 
“Cold,” he wryly answered, his perpetual smile on full display. “Not nearly as large and crowded. Not on Pern Coen, at least.” 
“Are you a tradesman in your country?” 
“No, actually.” He paused, pressing his lips together for a moment before continuing. “I’m the son of the Ri.” 
She tilted her head, looking at him in confusion as she puzzled over the foreign word. 
“A… king, I guess you would call it,” he told her. “The Ris lead our clans and oversee our people.” 
A flicker of hope rose within her. True, he was from the north, but if he was nobility in his own right, how could Girogos make too much complaint over her spending time in his presence. He wasn’t common, not in his country, at least. 
“You are a prince then?” she asked. 
He let out a light chuckle, rubbing the back of his neck. “I suppose being that my mother is Ri, you could say that. Though it isn’t exactly the same in my world.” 
She blinked rapidly, angling her head toward him, certain that she must have misheard him. 
“You mother is king over your people?” she said, arching a brow. 
“She is the clan leader, yes.” 
“That is… unexpected.” She chewed the inside of her cheek, struggling to fathom such an idea. “Did she take your father’s place after he passed?” 
“No,” he replied, wrinkling his brow. “My father is very much alive. My mother is the one who was chosen to lead our clan.” 
“And your father lets her?” 
She blurted out the words without thought, immediately covering her mouth as she stumbled to a stop, her face heating. 
“Forgive me,” she mumbled. “That was rude of me.” 
He cocked his head, a hint of amusement in his eyes as he stared down at her. “I take it such a thing is not common here?” 
“No.” She shook her head, clearing her throat. “No, for a woman to be in such a place of power… the noblemen would consider it an outrage.” 
“And what do you consider it?” His voice was soft, the hint of a smile on his face again. 
“I suppose I’ve never given it much thought. I never dared dream to even imagine such a thing.” 
“You are a duchess, yes?” he asked, starting to walk again. 
She nodded, hurrying to catch up with him. 
He angled his head toward her again, his green eyes glinting with the slight spark of humor she was starting to attribute to him. “Are you not involved with the running of your duchy?” 
She let out a sigh, dropping her chin. “No. There is a steward who manages such things now and when I…” 
She trailed off, her throat tightening at the thought of Haris. If he knew what she was doing in this very moment, he would be furious. She glanced at Idris, certain that he was mere moments from demanding her to continue, but instead, he seemed content to wait her out. 
“When I marry,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Control of the duchy will go to my husband.” 
“You are betrothed?” He stiffened, his jaw tightening. 
“Yes,” she answered, unable to keep her voice from breaking. 
He was silent for a long moment and she rubbed her bare arms as a slight breeze drifted off the water.
“I don’t mean to be bold in my observation,” he finally said, “but you don’t sound particularly happy about it.”
“I’m not.” She let out a shaky breath before swallowing hard. 
He came to an abrupt stop, frowning down at her. “Then may I ask why you are marrying this man?” 
She was unable to meet his gaze, wrapping her arms tightly around her middle. “My uncle has spoken and he is the Imperial Regent. I am a princess. My marriage is not for me to decide.” 
“And that’s… legal?” His brow was furrowed and his jaw tight. 
“In Kelnore, yes.” She shrugged one shoulder before she started walking again. 
He easily caught up with her and she risked a glance at him, noticing that his expression had softened. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. 
The words startled her, leaving her with an ache in her chest. She barely knew him and yet he had shown her more compassion than even her own brother. 
“It is the way of things,” she replied, blinking back the tears that stung her eyes. 
“But that doesn’t make it right.” 
Her throat thickened and she kept her focus on the open beach in front of them. “You’re very kind.” 
He gently grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her to a stop. “I only speak the truth.” 
The compassion in his eyes was impossible to ignore and she found herself lost in them as she stared up at him. 
“Thank you,” she whispered. 
The smile he gave her was soft and warm and his touch sent tingles of awareness up her bare arms. He didn’t have the smooth hands of a gentleman, instead his were rough and calloused, the sign of a man who knew hard work and didn’t shy away from it. He was everything she shouldn’t want; a northerner, a laborer, and a man who would be deemed savage and common in her uncle’s eyes, but the honesty and empathy he offered her was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. He leaned closer to her and brushed back a few wayward strands of her hair. Her gaze flitted to his lips and for one wild moment, she wondered if he was going to kiss her, but
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