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			Cast of 
Characters

			Alain: Human. Deceased king of Fythias.

			Alaoin: Human. Child of Eloise and Louis.

			Phineas “Finn” Allard: Human. Steward of Vassetre Chateau.

			Anaise: Half-Human, Half-Sirene. Member of Sabine’s guard.

			Tristian Anouilh: Human. Comte du Ciel.

			Aphros: Nereid. King of the Nereid People.

			Eloise Aresenault: Human. Princess Consort. Wife of Prince Louis.

			Grégoire Arsenault: Human. Prince. Middle Child of King Rodolphe

			Louis Alaoin Arsenault: Human. Prince. Youngest Child of King Rodolphe.

			Avana: Elf and Dwarf Hybrid. Failed Assassin.

			Brielle: Human. Guard Captain of Prince Louis.

			Claudine: Human. Caretaker at an Orphanage.

			Baron Cyrille: Human. A Minor lord sent by Prince Grégoire to ask for Sabine’s suit.

			Dion: Human. A Fythian Comte.

			Lisbeth Dubois: Human with magic. Personal companion of Duchesse Sabine.

			Meri Dubois: Human with magic. Former guard captain, current head cook.

			Elodie: Human. Head over the Weavers Guild

			Faron Istro: Elf. Personal Guard to Sabine.

			Glaucus: Sirene. Local Merperson.

			Henri: Human. Baron and suitor for Sabine

			Jacqueline: Human. Caretaker at an Orphanage.

			Marcelle: Sirene. A Vassetre Chateau Guard.

			Hugo Onfroi: Dwarf. Retired Guard Captain

			Peronelle: Human. Steward of Prince Louis.

			Phindel: Elf. Friend of Faron from Coralia.

			Raidne: Sirene. Local Merperson.

			Thaumas: Sirene. Local Merperson. Former lover of Sabine.

			Sabine Vassetre: Human. Duchesse Vassetre.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
One

			Finn sighed as he took in the gathering of staff, all crowded around his office desk. Unlike his usual relaxed expression, the chateau steward surveyed the group with exhausted determination. His handsome, tanned face marred with a creased brow and dark circles beneath his eyes spoke of a man who still needed some sleep. “Thank you all for gathering,” he said over the hum of voices.

			Sabine kept staffing numbers on the smaller side compared to some noble estates, but at least twenty people stood along the walls of Finn’s usually accommodating office, so quieting down took a moment. Faron, who was crammed in the back, knew not everyone was present, though he supposed a skeletal crew would be needed to keep things running while Finn provided them with morning updates. Faron assumed Avana was with the guards since she wasn’t here, but he honestly didn’t know.

			“Her Grace has made a decision which will impact the estate, at least for some weeks, and I wanted to deliver the information as soon as possible.”

			Faron tilted his head to the side as he studied Finn. The steward’s countenance felt unreadable. A negativity sat in the hunch of his shoulders, the way his fingers tapped against his leg. More than that, whatever news Finn had to share had Meri and Lisbeth both very, very apprehensive. Both women sat in chairs closer to the dark stained desk, Lisbeth’s hands folded into her lap while Meri’s dark brown eyes bore holes in the wall behind the steward. He would have to talk with them once Finn had his say.

			“What is it?” Marcelle asked the steward from his position by the door. As usual, Marcelle’s golden hair was tied back and his arms were crossed. Normally a bright, vivacious man, the young Sirene seemed to pick up on Finn’s mood, and his solid black eyes somehow exuded concerned uncertainty.

			“Her Grace has decided to visit the Comte du Ciel,” Finn said bluntly, keeping his gaze focused on the crowd but on no one in particular. “She has her reasons, of course, and she will personally meet with those who need to be aware of her actions and motivations before we set off, which I have been told will be in a few days’ time.”

			“She’s not accepted his proposal, has she?” Marcelle asked, eliciting gasps of protest and horrified shock from around the room.

			“Not that I am aware of,” Finn replied shortly. “But I do wonder if the visit might result in some arrangement. We know the prince has been pressuring her for some time, and the comte had proven interested in Her Grace.” Finn held up his hands to quiet the group down, though this took time and an irritated clearing of his throat. “I know,” he said bluntly. “I know. This was not an event any of us could anticipate, but she has agreed to visit, and given the state of things, I think it is wise to approach the visit with caution.”

			Faron felt terribly confused. He couldn’t fathom why Sabine would wish to visit Tristian. She disliked the man and all he stood for. She had expressed many times how boring, unintelligent, and potentially dangerous she found him to be. She’d also made it clear there was something about him that made her feel unsafe. She’d had Faron place guards on the doors to the wing of her side of the chateau, yet she would agree to go and visit the comte? With marriage a possible outcome? No, something was wrong.

			“When did she decide this?” Faron asked, suddenly aware that of all the people in the chateau, his position should have made him among the first to know. He was her personal guard, and he had been acting as the guard captain since his arrival. He should have known.

			“Late last night,” Finn replied with a sigh. “She sent word via letter this morning to the comte’s estate declaring her intention to visit.”

			Faron’s eyes narrowed as he recalled the prior night’s discussion between Sabine and himself. He wondered if she’d already planned the visit before they had spoken, and if so, had her ultimate coldness before he’d been dismissed been the result? But no. That didn’t sound right. Sabine never took her frustrations out on her people. He would have to speak with her when the meeting was done. He waited for whatever else Finn had to say, fighting the urge to get up and go.

			“I will notify those chosen to accompany Her Grace to Villa du Ciel as soon as I have been informed of Her Grace’s choices,” Finn said as he brushed his red-brown curls from his face. “Until then, please proceed with your morning duties.”

			Faron waited as the staff filed out of the office, noisily chatting and gossiping over the news before striding to the door, purposeful in his steps. That was until his arm was grabbed and he suddenly found himself face-to-face with Meri. Her gold eyes narrowed into fury and her short dark hair seemingly stood on end.

			“No,” she said, her voice firm.

			“No, what?” he demanded.

			“No, you will not demand answers from Her Grace, and do not try to tell me you weren’t about to do that, because I can read it on your face. She must have her reasons to decide on a visit, and your intention to go demand them of her is disrespectful. Leave it be, Faron.” Meri released his arm, a flash of her gold bracelet showing before a sleeve covered it.

			Faron rubbed his arm, still feeling every spot those small fingertips had pressed against his skin. He’d be surprised if no bruises formed. “She had no intention of ever stepping foot on the comte’s estate yesterday. Something must have happened.”

			“Obviously something happened, but going and demanding things of Her Grace won’t make her tell you. If anything, it will get you fired,” Lisbeth said as she joined the group. Her gingery curls, pinned out of her face, bounced obscenely, too joyful to be of use to Faron or anyone else given the occasion.

			Finn appeared soon after, coming to join the little group. Thankfully, the corridor was empty now. “Does anyone know anything?” he asked quietly, glancing around the hall before looking back to the group. “Her Grace was short on details when she spoke with me this morning.”

			“No,” Lisbeth said, shaking her head, her orange curls still swaying. “Other than deciding to visit Tristian since sometime last night. She won’t say why.”

			Finn sighed and glanced up at the ceiling. “I’ll see what I can find out. She cannot stand to be around Tristian. She doesn’t trust him.”

			“She seemed alright last night, if distant,” Faron said thoughtfully.

			Finn raised an eyebrow and exchanged looks with Meri before looking back at Faron. “Did you perhaps say or do something to upset her? Did she say anything to you? Usually, she’s forthcoming with her plans.”

			“No. We were just talking,” Faron said with a shrug.

			“Right,” Finn said with a sigh. “Well, I’ve got a visit to organize. Even a short visit requires an excess of planning. The three of you should try to figure out what happened if you can, whenever you see her.”

			Faron nodded, deciding he was going to go see Sabine and figure this out on his own if he had to. He moved to go only to have Meri block his path.

			“Leave her be right now unless she calls you. You’re upset and not in the right headspace for a productive discussion, and your attitude may leave her unwilling to answer questions. For now, go get the guards ready. Some of them will need to accompany us when we leave.”

			“Spirits, fine!” he exclaimed and spun on his heel to head to the barracks. Faron knew his reaction was over-the-top, but his willingness to act rationally never seemed to work where Sabine was involved. He didn’t even know why he felt so disconcerted over the decision to visit the comte, and examining his response felt dangerous and unnecessary right now.

			“Ten silvers this is his fault,” Lisbeth said, not hiding her words at all.

			Faron threw a rude gesture back at her before rounding a corner.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Two

			Sabine didn’t miss the glances from her staff or the whispering that came to an abrupt stop anytime she walked into the room. She knew her decision to visit the comte, to try to discover what he knew and was thinking, would go over poorly. She knew her staff would not understand. In truth, the Duchesse Vassetre only understood a need for decisive, productive action since her confrontation with Faron the night before.

			Thankfully, she’d ignored her initial idiotic impulse of agreeing to marry Tristian. The letter, hastily penned through heartbroken tears, had been tossed into the fire less than a half hour after its composition. Still, as she sat up afterward, contemplating how she wanted to proceed, she had to admit there was some usefulness in taking up one of the many offers to visit. She needed information. She needed to know more about the connections and promises between Tristian and Grégoire and how those plans tied to the spread of the Merscale trade and Coralia. So, her plan had changed.

			As she walked through the corridor on her way to her office, no one could guess the duchesse had not slept or that she had spent several hours the night before crying angrily over Faron’s rejection. Her light caramel hair sat beautifully arranged as always, a mix of twists and braids adorning her head like a crown. Her vivid sea green eyes somehow escaped the expected puffiness, and her lightly tanned skin glowed. What a lovely façade she’d conjured.

			Of course, she owed no one her façade. She had a right to be unhappy. To feel used, unsupported, and unloved. A woman in her position often had to accept she would always feel the sting of those thoughts. Still, she felt a little selfish about the limited wallowing in self-pity she’d permitted for herself. It wasn’t as though Faron owed her anything. No matter what fantasies she’d created in her mind, he’d never promised her more than a few stolen hours. He never claimed feelings beyond a mutually pleasurable time, and there was no denying how pleasurable those hours were. She’d been stupid. She’d forgotten herself. She wouldn’t anymore.

			Grateful that no one waited for her when she arrived in her office, she gladly closed the door behind her. She made it as far as her desk before she was forced to take a few long moments breathing deeply, eyes closed, to prevent herself from falling apart. Her hands rested on her chair arms, fingers pressed so firmly into the fabric she might have injured the poor thing had it feelings or the capacity to bruise.

			You are in an unhealthy frame of mind. Now is not the time to make any visits. You could change your mind. You just sent the letter informing Tristian of a visit. You can reverse your decision or delay the meeting. No one could say or do anything about it.

			The thoughts had her reaching for a quill, but her fingers curled away, and she shook her head, resolved. Her hand returned to the chair arm, and she rested her head against the back of her seat, ignoring her stinging eyes.

			“No,” she told herself firmly. She wasn’t allowed the freedom of falling apart because Faron did not want her. She had too many people relying on her and far too many responsibilities. She had a country to help guide, to hopefully unify under Louis. And she could only do so by doing her duty and getting useful information to pass along to the youngest prince.

			Her hand rose again, plucking up parchment, quill, and ink, and she began composing a letter. Instead of penning an explanation of her coming plans to Louis, she instead composed a letter to Faron, detailing her decision to reassign him to guard captain rather than her personal guard. His current salary and his accommodations would remain the same, but his responsibilities would change. Knowing Faron would not like the change, Sabine offered a severance: the remainder of his yearly salary and funds to cover lodging and travel until he secured a new position. When her note was done, she put it aside so the ink could dry, feeling as though this letter would be discarded in much the same way the late-night proposal acceptance had been.

			A tentative knock sounded at the door, a sound unfamiliar to her given the way those who could freely access her there usually knocked. Finn’s announcement clearly created some negative feelings. “Come in,” Sabine called out.

			Lisbeth entered, a small, very tentative smile on her face. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

			“Good morning,” Sabine greeted, returning a tired smile. She straightened in her chair, not wanting to add to the ongoing worry she knew her people felt. “You’re usually overseeing other things by this time in the day,” she commented.

			“I wanted to see if there was anything in particular you wanted me to pack for your trip?” Lisbeth’s voice was soft, concern lacing her voice and features. “I do not know your plans for your time at the comte’s, so I wanted to check.”

			Sabine sighed and sat back in her chair, too physically and emotionally spent to put up much effort in her demeanor. “I’ve not given the matter any thought, in truth. Not beyond deciding on a visit. I suppose if you want to pack, start with the basics, and I’ll figure out the details after.”

			“I’ll try not to pack anything too fancy. I haven’t heard of the comte hosting a ball in some time,” Lisbeth said more to herself before she bowed. “I’ll take care of everything, Your Grace.” She turned to go, her hand outstretched to grasp the doorhandle, before turning to back to Sabine. Taking several steps toward the desk, Lisbeth’s face grew thoughtful. “Do you know who you’re bringing with you?”

			Sabine suspected Lisbeth’s question wasn’t what she’d wanted to ask, but the differences in their positions sometimes resulted in Lisbeth feeling as though she needed to tiptoe around subjects before finally arriving at the point of concern.

			“I have some people in mind, though I have not settled on a final group,” Sabine replied. She wondered if Lisbeth thought of Faron. She and Meri, after all, had encouraged her involvement with Faron, though she believed they thought he must have felt a mutual attraction toward her that spanned beyond the physical. Sabine now knew he did not.

			Lisbeth gave her another small smile. “I am sure whomever you pick will be best to handle anything that should come up while visiting with the comte.” Lisbeth tried but couldn’t keep the disdain from her voice at the mention of Tristian.

			A tired chuckle left Sabine. “He annoys me as well, and I will be the one speaking with him. Spending time with him. You should all be doting upon me for undertaking such hardship.”

			Lisbeth finally laughed, her voice and expression sounding more like herself. “Oh, I know I will, and if you’re taking Meri, she’s already sworn to make all your favorite foods. I don’t know about anyone else,” she said, her grin getting larger before it slipped off her face completely. “You don’t have to go to the comte’s. Your dislike of him is well known, and I doubt you would enjoy even a minute of your time there. We could claim you’re sick.”

			“We could, but I think I would like to see and hear whatever information there is to gather from a less familiar place.” Avana, she thought, would make a useful addition to the travel party. Sabine would need to let her come along.

			Lisbeth made an understanding noise. “So, you’re not planning on marrying Tristian? Just seeing if he knows what the prince might be planning?” Lisbeth asked, sounding hopeful.

			“Spirits, no! It is likely I will never marry, but if I did, it would not be to someone like Tristian,” Sabine assured her, though she surprised herself with the declaration of never. Yes, her heartbreak was clearly dominating her behaviors this morning.

			“I wouldn’t say never. You don’t know what could happen. If you choose that path, you have our support. You have done a wonderful job as Duchesse Vassetre. Meri tells me consistently how proud your parents would be. You don’t need a husband, no matter what Comte Tristian or the prince think.” Lisbeth gave Sabine a dazzling smile.

			“Why would you think I would ever consider the comte?” Sabine asked, mostly as a distraction.

			“There is a rumor going around that we are only visiting the comte so you can marry him,” Lisbeth explained, shaking her head. “Would you like me to put a stop to it?”

			“Who decided I was marrying him?” Sabine asked, though she thought she could likely name suspects with some accuracy. “I suppose it doesn’t matter, but I would not subject myself to such a fate. Just because Tristian is the only one claiming to want me doesn’t mean I have to go along with it.”

			“Marcelle is the one who brought it up at Finn’s announcement, and you know how the rest of the staff love to gossip.” Lisbeth rolled her eyes. “I think I’ll let the rumors continue and allow the rest of the staff to realize how stupid they’re being on their own. Perhaps if anyone is around gathering information for the comte, it will help with your snooping.” Lisbeth gave a delicate shrug. “I might tell Faron though. He seemed concerned.”

			Sabine snorted, unable to help herself. “Faron does not care. He’s made that abundantly clear.”

			Lisbeth visibly flinched. “He what?” she asked in confusion.

			“It doesn’t matter beyond knowing that what was happening between Faron and I is no longer happening,” Sabine explained, shrugging as though she did not care. “I would not worry about what he thinks about my decisions or any surrounding rumors either way.”

			Lisbeth nodded, an unhappy expression etched into her pretty features. “Well, if he screwed up the best thing in his life, he can continue to think you’re marrying the comte,” she huffed.

			“Good plan.” Sabine glanced back to the letter she’d penned before Lisbeth arrived. “I was actually thinking of appointing him as my new guard captain and reassigning someone else as my personal guard.”

			A dark cloud crossed over Lisbeth’s face as she realized how badly Faron had offended. Thankfully, she didn’t automatically side with Faron, something Sabine had worried about given the connection between Lisbeth and Faron. “Marcelle would be a wise choice. Most thought you would pick him and were surprised when you hired an unknown instead.” Several other emotions crossed Lisbeth’s face before she continued. “I’ll let Meri and Finn know Faron should be in your presence, especially alone, as little as possible. If you’re alright with that. I know how overbearing he can be, especially when he thinks he’s innocent of whatever offense led to your decision.”

			“You’re welcome to.” She finally looked back at Lisbeth. “Though I think doing so would simply cause more questions.”

			“I’m sure we can come up with something.” Lisbeth observed Sabine with undeniable pity before coming around to the other side of the desk and enveloping her in a rather awkward hug since Lisbeth was standing and Sabine was sitting. “I’ll make his life awful for you if you want,” she said softly.

			Sabine gave a sad little laugh, appreciating the brief reprieve from her broken heart. “Recruit Avana into your cause,” she suggested as she returned the hug. She needed the affection more than she realized. “She knows how to effortlessly annoy Faron.”

			Lisbeth laughed. “I can do that, but I’ll have to put down some boundaries with her, or she might poison him. Avana is very attached to Meri and you. If we’re punishing Faron on your behalf, she might go overboard.”

			“I have noticed her attachment,” Sabine replied. She liked the young elf, even with the feral streak running through her. “Though, I think she will delight in tormenting Faron.”

			“Oh, she will. Meri explained to her what it means to tease someone for fun last week. She thought Meri was being mean to Finn when they were joking around about his cooking skills, and it upset her greatly. Avana has been trying her hand at it and not doing very well, so this will be good for her. She needs to learn not everything has to end in murder and such.” Lisbeth started to pull back from the hug, but a good look at Sabine’s face had her leaning back in, giving her an even tighter embrace.

			“I promise I’m okay,” Sabine told her old friend. “Today is not the worst day of my life. Not even close.”

			“I’ll take your word for it, but if Meri serves you a lot of comfort foods today, it’s not my fault,” Lisbeth said, pulling away from the hug completely this time.

			“I will not oppose good food. I am tired, and I have a long day ahead of me.” Sabine couldn’t say she felt better, but she felt as though she’d manage through her heartbreak with more ease than she’d believed late last night.

			Lisbeth rose and tapped her chin thoughtfully. “If it’s alright, I’m going to look over your schedule with Finn. I’m sure we can pencil in a nap or something if you’re tired. We aren’t going to see the comte for a few days, and you’ll want to be at your best to handle him.”

			“I will manage my schedule,” Sabine replied. “I’m quite skilled at it, you know.”

			“I know, but sometimes you work when you should rest.” Lisbeth gave her another smile. “If you don’t want to schedule some down time, however, I completely understand. There are times when one needs to remain busy.” Lisbeth bowed then headed for the door. “I’ll go pack your clothes and talk to Meri about food. Not in that order.”

			“No, we wouldn’t want to keep you from Meri for too long,” Sabine teased.

			“You know I can’t go half an hour without seeing her. I’ll perish otherwise,” Lisbeth threw back dramatically, and she went out the door. Poking her head back in she added, “I’m here if you need anything, okay?” Her earnestness, an endearing trait Sabine adored, left the duchesse a bit less sad, at least for now.

			“I know,” Sabine returned.

			Lisbeth gave her a small wave and left, the door closing with a soft click behind her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Three

			Faron paced the length of his room, confused, hurt, upset, and not sure what to do about those feelings. A quarter of an hour earlier, Finn dropped off correspondence from Sabine. The steward made it very clear Sabine did not wish to see him and implored Faron to listen. He assured Faron the reason Sabine was going to see Tristian had nothing to do with accepting the marriage proposal and to please give Sabine her space. She would tell them her plans when she was ready.

			Faron had done his best to comply, but after reading the letter—which now lay on his mantle instead of tossed in the fireplace where it belonged—he felt hopeless and argumentative. The letter advised Sabine’s decision to replace him as her personal guard and explained the ongoing tension with the prince. She wished him to take the position of her guard captain. The position, Faron knew, needed to be filled, but it was also not the position he’d signed on for. He would obviously take it if left with no other choice because he worried what would happen if he didn’t.

			With hard work—not just his but Avana and Marcelle’s, as well—the guards had come a long way, but they were recruiting more guards who would need training. If he couldn’t guard Sabine directly, then this would be the best way to keep her from harm.

			It would also allow him more time to figure out if his confession from the night before in her bathing chamber was part of the reason for her decision to visit Tristian. Faron knew she wouldn’t agree to consider the comte’s proposal, no matter the current speculation. She just wasn’t that rash or impulsive, even if she hadn’t liked what he’d admitted. While he now held guilt for how he’d confessed, Faron also knew his assessment of their relationship hadn’t been wrong. They hadn’t known each other long enough for their feelings to be love. Could what they share eventually turn into love? Of course, but he also wasn’t willing to let that happen. Their lifespans were so very different, and as selfish as he knew he was, he didn’t want to go through the pain of losing someone he knew he could love so ferociously.

			Less selfishly, Sabine was a noblewoman with great influence, power, and even greater responsibilities. Marrying a lowborn elf of Coralian ancestry wouldn’t be allowed, and the mere suggestion would bring about a confrontation between Sabine and Grégoire, Faron was sure. Sabine had enough to contend with, and he wanted to limit the risk of conflict between the two as much possible, at least where he was concerned.

			No, it was best for them to keep whatever was between them to the bedroom. Though, with his dismissal from her chamber the prior night and the removal of his position as her personal guard, their more private time together might be at an end, which might be for the best before one of them did fall in love.

			And yet, it hurt, the possibility of not being able to be with her, and not just sexually.

			He took a breath, shaking the thought away. He could go over the reasons she was reassigning him all day. What he should be focusing on was her visit to the comte. What possible reason could she have to visit a man she despised? Did the comte have something on her? Did the prince? Outside of blackmail, he could think of no other answer as to why Sabine would put herself in reach of people she did not trust let alone like. There had to be something foul afoot.

			Deciding it didn’t matter if she wanted to see him or not, Faron strode to his door, intent on seeing Sabine. A part of him knew he shouldn’t, that he should give her the space she requested, but if something had happened, he needed to know. He doubted she would keep it from him or the others if a threatening letter had appeared, but it could happen depending on the leverage they might have. Also, if he was forced to take the position of guard captain, this might be the last time they had to truly talk. So maybe, other than just checking on her, he could ensure he hadn’t completely ruined everything and possibly explain himself better.

			Faron had taken only a few long strides from his chamber before he heard approaching steps. Turning around, he spotted Marcelle. The usually affable Sirene’s mouth was set in a grim line, no doubt caused by the news of Sabine’s plans. “You seem as happy as the rest of us,” he commented as his steps brought him beside Faron.

			Faron hated to admit it, but he didn’t know the Sirene very well. They had talked a few times but mostly during and about training. So, to see Marcelle now seeking him out was very concerning. Was he there to keep Faron away? “It’s been one of those days,” Faron answered.

			“That’s one way to put it,” Marcelle said with a sigh. “I don’t think anyone feels comfortable with Her Grace’s decision to visit the Comte du Ciel, especially when she’s traditionally been quite firm about not going there. Were you going to try to figure out why her mind changed?”

			“There are a few things I wanted to discuss with Her Grace,” Faron said before considering his words. Sabine never seemed bothered by the staff gossip, but this entire situation was far from normal, and he knew there was a chance anything he said here would get circled around. So, he decided to make his answer vague. “I’ve considered asking. However, I want to judge her mood first. It’s possible some of the others might have approached her already. I don’t want to put her in a foul mood on accident.”

			“Good point,” Marcelle said with a nod. “Still, she likes you. She takes your counsel. She might listen to you, open up to you.”

			Faron wasn’t sure if that still held true after last night, but he nodded all the same. “I’ll see what I can do. I doubt she plans to marry him, but something else could have come up.”

			“That’s all you can do,” Marcelle said. The two men kept their pace down the corridor, Marcelle neither confirming any sort of watch nor providing an explanation of what he was doing. When they reached the corridor where Sabine’s office resided, Marcelle spoke again. “I shall let you be on your way. I have much to do.”

			Faron gave Marcelle a small smile, more of a grimace, and bid him farewell before continuing to Sabine’s office. He strengthened his resolved to talk to Sabine, if not about them, then about the visit to Tristian’s. He knew Sabine may not be happy to talk to him about it, especially since he wasn’t supposed to be there. However, if the rest of the staff was worried enough that Marcelle had sought him out, then he would have to press the issue, even if he asked her to talk to one of the others instead of himself. Arriving at the door of Sabine’s office, he knocked and waited for an answer.

			Movement from inside alerted Faron of her presence, though several long seconds passed before she replied. “Come in.”

			Faron didn’t take a deep breath, nor did he steel himself. He just walked in, knowing if he thought too hard about it, he might change his mind. Sabine sat at her desk, head bowed over a leather-bound ledger, delicate fingers trailing slowly down the page.

			When she looked up at him, beautiful as she ever was, she gave no sign of warmth or pleasure in seeing him, though she also offered no hostility. “Yes?”

			Faron was suddenly very aware that he shouldn’t have come. It had been made very clear Sabine didn’t want to see him, and her cold reception made it clear he wasn’t welcome. However, he was here now and retreat was not possible. “Your Grace, I came to speak to you about the letter I received today.”

			She nodded. “What questions did you have about your new assignment?”

			“I was curious as to who my replacement is?” he asked.

			“I have not decided yet, though some have suggested Marcelle.”

			Faron ignored how her words felt like a punch to the gut as the truth settled in fully. “Marcelle would make an excellent personal guard.” His words came out more strained than he wished.

			“I think so. He was under consideration last time. I have not made my final decision, though,” she repeated. She did not look away or shun him, but a definite coolness remained in her address.

			Faron nodded at her words. He hadn’t realized how valued Marcelle was, but he could understand why given the man’s skill and sharp mind. If he could somehow fix all the things he’d broken, Faron thought to make better use of Marcelle’s skills in the future. Still, Sabine’s indecision over the position gave him the courage to speak. “I would like to put in a formal request to stay as your personal guard.”

			“Why?”

			Although her “why” didn’t sound promising, it was better than an outright refusal. Faron could work with it. “I enjoy being your guard. It is fulfilling work, ensuring your safety and getting to spend time with you.” Faron knew he shouldn’t have said the last part, not when he wasn’t sure if he was the reason she was planning to visit the comte. “I worry for your safety, and while I know I can do good as your guard captain, I would rather be your guard.”

			She didn’t answer him at first, though she tilted her head in silent contemplation. “You are good in the role,” she finally conceded. “But is remaining in the role the best decision?”

			Faron wanted to say yes, but he knew he couldn’t just shout out an answer. Sabine was asking for him to honestly consider her question, so he did. He thought about the days spent waiting outside her door, the walks they took together, the night when Avana first arrived, and all the other moments they’d shared. He avoided thinking about the sex or how much he wanted her even now and instead considered his time with her guards and the need she had there. In the end though, after moments of contemplation, the answer was still so simple. “Yes.”

			“Why?” she asked again.

			Faron sighed. “Of all the duties in your chateau, ensuring your ability to carry on with your work unharmed should be everyone’s priority. I cannot speak for everyone, but I can assure you it is mine. I do not overlook or disregard your desire to aid Fythias, and I hope you recognize my own desire to keep you safe while you carry out that most important task.”

			Thankfully, her eyes left her work and met his own, vividly green as always but filled with unspoken sadness. He stepped forward, finding himself kneeling by her chair. He’d have reached out and taken her hand in his, but somehow, he knew the gesture would be unwelcome. “Please, let me remain in my current position, Sabine. I could not stand any other.”

			She glanced down, breaking the eye contact they’d shared. Faron didn’t know what thoughts swirled through her mind, and he didn’t have a right to ask more of her than he already had. “Faron,” she began, though both sharply turned their heads to her office door as Meri burst into the room, breathing hard and leaning on her cane.

			Faron rose to his feet since whatever Meri had to say seemed urgent. She wouldn’t have interrupted without invitation otherwise.

			“Your Grace, we are getting reports of a merchant in town selling Merscales. He’s brandishing a letter from the prince, claiming it says he can sell here.”

			Faron’s face drained of color as Meri’s words registered, and his head snapped to Sabine.

			Sabine grew flushed as anger set into her expression. Her brows narrowed and she stood. “Faron, gather our best soldiers and meet me in the chateau entryway in ten minutes.”

			“Of course, Your Grace.” He turned on his heels and ran to the barracks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Four

			Livid did not describe Sabine’s mood as she, Faron, Marcelle, and a handful of her guards made their way down to the village. Granted, she had not been especially cheerful, but the audacity of selling the body parts of Merpeople on land she managed, land she cared for, made every personal woe less important.

			The village appeared no different than usual. Merchants hosted booths, carts, and shop fronts for their wares, and they waved at the group as they proceeded to the market square. Faron walked just behind her, and she could feel the tension radiating from him.

			“Once we confirm the presence of Merscales, the supplies will be confiscated,” she said quietly. “What happens after will be determined by how the seller behaves.”

			A murmur of agreement sounded as Faron stepped up beside her. “Do you think the prince was stupid enough to grant a merchant permission to sell on your lands, or are they possibly lying?” Faron asked Sabine in a low voice.

			“I don’t know,” Sabine replied. “And I’m not sure what the better explanation will be. If Prince Grégoire is truly involved, I might be prompted into starting a war.” Though her clipped words could be taken as light frustration, Sabine was willing to take a hard stance against the atrocities against Merpeople entering Fythias. She’d provoke the wrath of every royal on the planet if it meant keeping her people safe.

			“The cruelty associated with the Merscale trade is something worthy of going to war over,” Faron said, his tone harder than Sabine had ever heard it.

			“It is,” she agreed. She looked up at Faron, seeing the hard set of his jaw, the severity of his feelings evident in every line. The urge to comfort him swelled, but there could be no comforting. Not now, anyway.

			The offending booth came into view just past the center of the market square. Merscales twinkled in the bright sunlight without shame, a merchant smiling broadly and waving people over. The booth, decorated with bright banners made of fine materials, was poised to attract customers.

			Sabine wanted to be sick over the display, but she took a breath, fortifying herself for the confrontation. “Ask for his license and authorization of goods,” she told Faron.

			Faron nodded and stepped forward, doing nothing to make himself less intimidating. The merchant—a larger man with slicked-back blond hair and peach fuzz craving to one day become a mustache—sneered at him as he approached. A stupid thing for him to do, clearly, when Faron towered over him by a good foot.

			“I have already told the others,” he waved a dismissive hand at the glaring merchants at their stalls, “I have permission to be here from the prince.”

			“And I am here on behalf of the Duchesse Vassetre to ask for your license and authorization of goods.” Faron’s tone was professional as he motioned back to where Sabine stood.

			The sneer faded from
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