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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.

			Prologue

			Faron released the ornate door handle with a low growl, his eyes narrowed in agitation. The giant elf’s long black wavy hair fell forward as he pondered the solid door blocking his entrance. Faron knew he shouldn’t be upset even though, once again, Her Grace had locked the door to her rooms. Stubbornly, she had not complied with his request to keep the main door to her suite unlocked, no matter the request he’d made on the first day of his job or the subsequent follow-up requests. “It is for your safety. I need unhindered access to your main space,” he’d explained. And yet, now the door was locked, and Faron firmly believed her motivated by a heightened desire to vex him.

			He might have walked away, grumbling and promising to address his concerns come morning, but a noise—not quite a crash, but more than a minor accident—left him concerned. He pressed his lips together, thinking. The sound might have been nothing more than a dropped book or a stubbed toe as she accidentally collided with furniture. Neither event would justify more action. Just as he decided to wait, another crash, followed by a shout, reached his ears.

			“Oh, you fucking bitch! I’m going to kill you,” shouted an unfamiliar, high-pitched, feminine voice.

			Encouraged by the clear threat, Faron acted. Backing up, he braced himself and put all his considerable strength into kicking the door down. Once, the door barely budged. Twice, the hinges groaned. With a third kick, the door began to give. A fourth kick, and the door was done, breaking at the lock and hinges.

			The heavy door crashed against the wall, but he paid it no mind, nor did he detect the sound causing a reaction from the other occupants in the room. Unsheathing his sword, Faron strode into the duchesse’s private greeting area, a beautifully decorated room meant for tea with friends, and through the opening to her lounging room. The sounds of struggle grew clearer the farther back he moved, and he sprinted toward the bedroom where she must have been.

			Less effort was needed to access this space, and though he barreled through the open door prepared for battle, he came to a stop as he spotted a nearly naked Duchesse Sabine, wearing only the sheerest white chemise, straddling what appeared to be a young child. The poor excuse for clothing did nothing to hide the swell of her perfect pale breasts or the rosy buds beneath the fabric. The fabric of the chemise bunched around her, showing off her long creamy legs.

			She held a plain dagger against the child’s neck, her other hand wrapped around the child’s left hand, which had been trying to go for a dagger just barely out of reach. Sabine used her larger stature and weight to keep the struggling child on the floor.

			Faron was about to ask why she was holding down a child when he took in the culprit’s ears and face. She was no child. Just an unusually small elf.

			“What the fuck?” was all Faron could say.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
One

			Hooves rhythmically clacked on the cobblestone street as Faron took in the sights of the village surrounding Vassetre Chateau. Confident in the saddle, the elf did not allow the slight bounce of each step to detract from his interest in his new home. He drew curious looks from shopkeepers and craftspeople as he rode, though he wondered if his substantial height or the presence of a new person was the cause of those glances. In his experience, new faces often drew curious interest. Small villages rarely experienced substantial change.

			As he turned down the street leading him directly to the estate grounds, a briny wind tousled his long black curly hair, and Faron inhaled deeply, relishing his new seaside home. The distant sound of waves reached his ears, though the ocean had not yet appeared. Lisbeth promised he’d have his fill of the sea, so he was not especially worried.

			Upon hearing of Faron’s intention to leave Coralia due to the increasingly unsafe conditions for non-humans, his dearest friend Lisbeth had written him, asking him to join her at the Vassetre Chateau, which sat in the northern part of Fythias. Lisbeth had been sent there a couple of decades prior when her growing magical talents put her and her family at risk in Coralia, and every correspondence confirmed how happy she was in her home.

			Years had passed since he’d last seen her, but they had kept in touch. Lisbeth refused to stop writing Faron one letter a month, even if it took him six months to pen a reply. He felt as though he knew all about her employer Sabine Vassetre, the duchesse and most powerful woman in Fythias. He’d also learned of Phineas Allard, the duchesse’s steward. More importantly, he knew of Lisbeth’s wife Meri, a richly bronzed beauty who won Lisbeth’s heart.

			Faron could not lie by saying Lisbeth was the only reason he’d come to Vassetre. Her letters about Duchesse Sabine intrigued him. A survivor of the brutal death of her parents, Sabine served her people with care and meticulous attention, something so many nobles neglected. When the need for a personal guard arose, Faron had been offered, and had accepted, the job. Faron couldn’t accuse Lisbeth of exaggeration, having never met the duchesse, but he wondered if she would live up to her reputation.

			Vassetre Chateau came into view as his horse scaled a small incline in the road. Composed of a light-colored brick and dark red-brown roof, the chateau sat on a hillside overlooking the foamy blue-green ocean below. Two guards stood out front beside a secured wrought-iron gate, both dressed in uniforms of gray and emerald. Faron drew his horse to a stop, then dismounted the creature while ignoring the way the two men looked up at him in disbelief.

			Without waiting for questions, Faron retrieved his letter of hire from a coat pocket and held it out to the most senior-looking guard, who plucked it from his hand. A quick browse, and the man surveyed Faron cautiously. “You’re Faron Istro? Her Grace’s new guard?” Faron wasn’t surprised by the disbelieving tone. He looked like a soldier, in his opinion, but perhaps soldiers in Fythias looked different.

			Still, Faron fought to not roll his eyes. An elf, especially a giant, often drew skepticism from those who did not know him. “I have a letter from Phineas Allard saying as much.”

			“You’re early,” the man replied, eyes going back through the words as though they might have changed. “Lord Steward Allard said you’d not be here until tomorrow.”

			“The spirits blessed my travel with good weather and a quick horse,” Faron deadpanned. He couldn’t help but wonder why they were so keen on him being early or why the older guard eyed him suspiciously. Faron would never truly understand others’ fascination with his size. While most elves were usually smaller and lither in stature, his broad shoulders and considerable height weren’t exactly abnormal.

			“Aye,” the guard replied. He handed the letter back over to Faron. “I should still consult with Lord Steward Allard all the same.” He turned to the other guard, a younger man with thick eyebrows, though his attention was drawn to two women who leisurely emerged on the distant side of the hill. Both all but forgot Faron and hurried over to aid them.

			Impatiently, Faron turned to look at the approaching women. His eyes first landed on a woman with wild ginger hair dripping wet with seawater. Her sea green eyes danced with mirth as she gave a gentle push to the other woman’s back. Faron smiled. His friend had grown into a beautiful woman.

			Faron looked at the other woman, intending a glance before resuming efforts to be allowed on the ground. He had not intended to be struck dumb by her sheer beauty despite being more than accustomed to beautiful women.

			“Your Grace,” the older guard said, offering the woman, dressed in nothing but a deep green form-fitting robe which clung to her damp body, a hand until she was on more level ground. “We did not realize you were at the beach.”

			“I’d not planned it until the last moment,” she explained, laughing. Her delicate fingers went to the drenched, light caramel braid resting against her shoulder and began unraveling it. Her sea green eyes, playful and warm, briefly lifted to her useless guards before returning to her task. Faron could not take his eyes off of her.

			“Of course, Your Grace,” the guard said, offering his mistress a smile. He nodded to Lisbeth, his respect for the young woman evident.

			Faron pulled his eyes away from the duchesse, now focused on her visit to the rocky beaches without her front-line guards being aware. It demonstrated a lack of communication in the estate, and he knew he would need to meet with Lisbeth’s wife, the former captain of Duchesse Sabine’s guard, to begin the process of sorting things out. Assuming he was allowed to make any considerable changes.

			“Faron!” Lisbeth exclaimed, interrupting his careful planning. The redhead sprinted over and enveloped him in a hug, giving no mind to her damp dress and skin. “You’re early!”

			“So I have been informed,” he replied with a warm smile as he returned her hug. He chose to ignore his now damp travel clothing.

			“Let me guess,” Lisbeth said, grinning up at him. “The guards are giving you trouble.”

			“I think they were just surprised,” Faron said as Lisbeth pulled away to look him up and down. Somehow, despite knowing her age, Faron had expected Lisbeth to be no older than when he’d last laid eyes on her. A stupid notion, given she must be well into her thirties by now.

			“Because you’re early, or because you may be the largest elf any of us have ever seen?” Lisbeth asked.

			Faron was not allowed to respond.

			“Please allow him to pass, and one of you go fetch Finn so Faron can be settled in his quarters. We do not wish to keep people waiting unnecessarily. Also make sure his horse is taken to the stables, brushed out, and well-fed,” Duchesse Sabine instructed the guards. A brief exchange between the men, and the younger one went sprinting to find Finn. Sabine turned to Faron and Lisbeth, taking them in with warm curiosity. Faron was grateful she spoke because he was struck breathless by the intensity of her sea green eyes. “Please, walk with us. Perhaps he’ll find Finn by the time we are inside.”

			Despite the inviting depth of the duchesse’s gaze, Faron found it difficult to prevent his eyes from roaming along her body. The robe she wore clung to her every curve, and while the material wasn’t sheer by any means, the way it framed her informed Faron of one very important thing: the duchesse liked to swim nude. Inviting though the image was, it left him concerned she’d been left vulnerable in her morning pursuits, given the guard’s responses.

			“I would be honored to walk with you.” He held out an arm to both ladies, Lisbeth latching on right away, her smile wide and beaming.

			The duchesse was slower to accept his offered arm, but when she did, he knew he was far too distracted by the curl of her fingers on his bicep. Faron bowed his head to Sabine, ignoring the persistent urge to look more, do more.

			“Didn’t you tell Marcelle where we were going?” Lisbeth asked as they walked.

			“I did,” Duchesse Sabine confirmed. “But that does not mean his words were heard when he inevitably passed them along.”

			“You know he did,” Lisbeth replied. “Marcelle never keeps your location secret unless there’s a need.”

			Faron found distraction in Lisbeth and her happy chatter as they passed through the gates along a gray stone path. He was also pleased to hear not all the chateau guards were useless. Still, he would make appropriate assessments once he’d settled.

			Inside the grounds, Lisbeth explained each section of the lush garden, her work, and they eventually made it inside the chateau. “My private garden,” Lisbeth said, pointing toward a gate. “You cannot see it from here, but when time permits, I’ll take you on a tour. Her Grace gave it to me.”

			“A private garden is quite the thoughtful gift,” Faron replied, keeping his expression mostly neutral. Gifts of land were always valuable.

			“Not really,” Duchesse Sabine insisted. “We had the space, and Lisbeth enjoys it. It made sense for me to give the garden to her. Besides, she shares what she grows, so everyone seems to benefit.”

			Lisbeth nodded in agreement, though the conversation shifted to another topic as they entered the chateau. The interior provided a warmth Faron had not expected. The walls were the same light brick as the exterior, covered in tapestries and art. Every few feet sat a large window, allowing sunlight to stream in and naturally brighten the space.

			Looking down, Faron saw a floor made of small three-inch square tiles in shades of clay. The color was broken up by a rainbow of randomly placed tiles, and Faron detected no pattern or method to the way those had been laid. The older tiles had likely been chosen by a former duc or duchesse, but their excellent shape suggested the duchesse invested time and money into maintaining their appearance.

			Once they made it to the end of the entryway, Duchesse Sabine withdrew her hand from Faron’s arm. “I will leave you with Lisbeth.” She paused as the younger guard approached with a tanned man, perhaps in his mid-thirties, with shoulder-length brown curls. “And Finn,” she added, gesturing toward the man Faron knew to be her steward.

			“Your Grace,” Finn said, lowering his head in respect before looking up. “I heard you were looking for me?”

			“Yes,” Sabine confirmed. She gestured in Faron’s direction. “Lisbeth’s friend has joined us, and he is early. Could you make sure his rooms are ready, his luggage is delivered to those rooms, and otherwise ensure he has everything he needs?”

			“Of course,” Finn confirmed. He seemed to have recognized his mistress had engaged in a morning swim. “You have a visitor later this morning,” he said.

			“I do,” she confirmed. “Which is why I intend to go bathe and dress if it is alright with you?”

			Her teasing grin informed Faron she was not insulted by the reminder, and as she walked off without another word, he found himself both relieved and regretful. Working for the Duchesse was going to prove interesting if he couldn’t get himself under control. The playfulness in her demeanor alone caused him enough concern.

			“Hello,” he said, inclining his head to Finn. “I hope my early arrival does not throw off your schedule too much.” He doubted it, but his annoyance with the guards at the chateau entrance left him willing to call the men to task as the opportunities to do so presented themselves.

			“Not at all,” Finn said. “I will go make sure your quarters are ready if Lisbeth would see you to the kitchens for a meal and warm drink. It’s early, and I doubt you’ve had a decent meal today.”

			“I’d be happy to,” Lisbeth chirped before giving the steward a concerned look. “Finn, the guards at the gate were … acting off about Faron being here early.”

			Faron patted her arm to comfort Lisbeth, not liking her upset, even slightly, about the whole matter. “I think they were more intimidated by my size,” he told her half-jokingly.

			Finn let out a frustrated sigh. “They also didn’t know you and Her Grace left the palace grounds. I’m more than a little put out with the incompetence. Marcelle knew where she was.”

			“Marcelle always knows,” Lisbeth chirped.

			Faron eyed Finn, taking in the tense lines of his shoulders and the firm set to his lips. “From Lisbeth’s letters, I know Meri was the captain of the duchesse’s forces until her injury. Has her replacement not been up to par?”

			“The original replacement was superb,” Finn replied. “He retired a few months back, wanting warmer weather for winter months. Finding suitable replacements has proved challenging, and even the competent guards can only maintain certain standards for so long without someone to keep discipline and order.”

			Faron considered the information, hoping the issues he detected were more recent than the decade since Meri had served as captain. “I could attempt to help with the soldiers when I am not attending to the duchesse,” he offered. “I have experience working with guard units, and I’d be willing to step in, even if it’s just until someone suitable can be found.”

			“You would need to consult with Her Grace on the matter,” Finn said. “She will likely be amenable, but she keeps a close account of the estate. She’s just as aware as the rest of us of the current deficits. I doubt she’ll be unhappy with possible solutions.”

			A willingness to hear suggestion boded well. “I will ask Her Grace,” Faron confirmed, and the three walked in silence for a few minutes in the direction of what Faron presumed was the kitchen. He took in the chateau with its inviting, warm colors, the lush furnishings, and the content expressions on Lisbeth’s and Finn’s faces.

			“I am aware why someone in Her Grace’s position needs a personal guard, but have there been any recent concerns I should be aware of?” he asked.

			“There has been some insistence for Her Grace to consider suit,” Finn explained with a nod. “One of her more recent visitors took liberties she did not appreciate, and it was decided she needed someone who would be willing to deal with those who could not show her proper respect.”

			Faron’s grin showed a lot more teeth than was necessary. “I am more than happy to deal with those types of men.” The true concern would be showing the right amount of restraint should a similar situation arise again. One of his jobs back home had been protection duty for the working ladies of a tavern. He’d taken their protection more seriously than the offenders had liked, though several of them had been unable to voice those concerns when he’d been done with them. A simple conversation with the duchesse could clear up her expectations and give him boundaries for any necessary responses.

			“Her Grace will be pleased,” Finn said. They arrived at the entry to the kitchens, a solid oak door separating the group from the interior. “I shall leave you and Lisbeth here to make sure your quarters are ready. I will make sure someone gets you to your rooms and, later, Her Grace’s office. Hopefully, Her Grace will have a few minutes to meet with you before her guest arrives.”

			“It was a pleasure to meet you, Finn. I look forward to working with you.” Faron gave Finn a small closed-mouth smile, feeling confident as Finn nodded in recognition. Faron could appreciate Finn’s practicality and willingness to admit shortcomings because it suggested a willingness to address issues.

			When Finn turned to leave, Faron stopped him as a question came to mind. “If Her Grace does not have time before her guest arrives, should I simply stand by? I would like to start right away unless this guest is not another suitor.”

			“They are a suitor,” Finn replied with a sigh. “And she’ll want you close by. Her request for intervention will not be subtle, should it be needed. I’ll let you know what to do if time does not permit a quick meeting.”

			Faron couldn’t help but be proud of the duchesse, knowing she wouldn’t just stand there and take whatever misconduct her suitor was willing to perform. “I will be ready to serve as soon as she needs me.”

			“Good to hear,” Finn said, the corners of his lips turning up briefly before he walked off, presumably, to carry out his self-assigned task.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Two

			“I will stop by when I have a free moment!” Faron called out to Lisbeth’s wife, Meri, as Lisbeth dragged him from the kitchen. Well, coerced by Lisbeth’s pleading, sad eyes rather than dragged. They stood in the corridor outside of the spacious, clean kitchen, with Lisbeth gripping his arm as if he may bolt back inside at any moment.

			“We are out of the kitchen. What was the next step in your plan?” Faron couldn’t help but ask.

			“I had been thinking of taking you to your room so you can freshen up before getting to work,” Lisbeth said, but she paused as a confused expression crossed her face. She pressed her heart-shaped lips together in silent contemplation.

			Faron hoped she wasn’t about to go off on another rant about why he should rest today and start tomorrow, something she went on about twice in the kitchen, much to her wife’s amusement.

			“I have no idea where your rooms are,” Lisbeth said.

			“Fortunately, I do,” Finn said as he approached the two, his boots softly thudding on the colorful tile beneath his feet. “Your room is ready if you’d like me to show you to it,” he offered Faron.

			“Yes, please. I wouldn’t mind washing up before starting work,” Faron said, then laughed at the disgruntled look on Lisbeth’s face.

			“You do look like you could do with at least a nap,” Finn said, glancing up at Faron’s face. “But either way, follow me. You can do as you would like once I’ve shown you where you sleep.”

			Faron nodded to Finn, looking back down at Lisbeth. “Are you coming as well?”

			“No, I need to see to Her Grace. Finn just ruined my plans to get us both horribly lost while searching for your room.” Lisbeth winked at Finn.

			“We can spend time together later. Go attend to your duties,” Faron said, pulling her into a quick hug. “It’s good to see you. We will catch up soon, alright?”

			“I can’t wait,” Lisbeth returned before heading off, giving Finn a wave as she went.

			Faron smiled at Finn once he and the steward were alone. “I am a bit tired, but I’ll be alright. Meri makes a strong cup of tea,” he said.

			“You might not think so come the end of the day,” Finn said. He motioned for Faron to follow along. “Today should be fairly relaxed, though. Her Grace has a meeting with the Weavers’ Guild, a visitor later in the morning, and not much else of concern.”

			Faron nodded. “The visitor is the suitor she mentioned earlier?” He pondered if she would need him for the meeting with the Weavers’ Guild, but he assumed not, since he’d been presented with no urgency in the matter.

			“Yes,” Finn confirmed. “She is not overly concerned with the visit, but she was not with the last one and she had to defend herself, so you never know.”

			“I will ensure nothing of the sort happens again,” Faron said, his hand coming to rest on the long sword at his hip, the only thing he had left of his family.

			“Good,” Finn replied. “She should not have to resort to throwing things because people do not respect her boundaries.”

			As they walked, Finn pointed out areas of interest in the chateau, including the duchesse’s office and meeting spaces. “She spends much of her day in the office, though when she has groups of visitors, such as the local guilds, she will choose larger spaces,” Finn explained.

			“Are there certain meetings, like when a suitor comes to call, where I should be inside the room, or does Her Grace prefer her guard to wait outside unless needed?” Faron had worked for employers who had specific preferences, and while he assumed Sabine would not mind him in the room with her, there could be issues with him overhearing anything too sensitive, her being as powerful as she was.

			“Generally, if she knows someone well, she doesn’t feel as though she needs someone in the room. These suitors being sent by the prince, though, should always be overseen.”

			Finn paused as he arrived at a heavy, dark wood door. He withdrew a set of keys from his pocket, unlocked the door, and pushed it open, motioning Faron inside. “Here is your suite.”

			“Thank you. I will keep your advice in mind moving forward.” Faron gave Finn a warm smile.

			“You’re welcome,” Finn replied. “You have Her Grace’s schedule for today, so you should be set there. She is an early riser most mornings, but she usually doesn’t require security until later in the day. You can discuss the details of when you would report to her with Her Grace.” He removed one of the keys from the ring and handed it over to Faron. “In case you wish to secure your room.”

			Faron nodded. “I will talk to Her Grace as soon as possible about my schedule. Thank you again for this.” He bowed his head to Finn.

			“Of course. Let me know if you need anything for your room. The last occupant didn’t like a lot of clutter.” Finn gave a final nod of his head and saw himself out.

			Faron watched Finn retreat before looking down at the key in his hand. It was simple, made of dark iron, the handle round with what he assumed was Sabine’s crest, followed by a long thin neck leading to the biting of the key. It reminded him of the key to his parents’ house before everything fell apart. Not really something he wanted to think about at the moment.

			Quashing his melancholy thoughts, Faron finished opening the door to his room and stepped inside, stopping almost immediately as he took in not only the quality of the furnishings but the size of the room itself. The furniture looked to be a dark oak, stained and well cared for. The floor, a slightly lighter shade of wood rather than the decorative tile he’d seen throughout the chateau so far, could barely be seen thanks to the large plush forest green rug decorated with vaguely geometric patterns. The shutters on the window matched the furniture. Faron was willing to bet the door to his left led to his bathing chamber, and beside it sat a large wardrobe. His bed was framed by a set of bookcases, a luxury he’d never had before. The large room could have easily fit four small beds comfortably with room to spare, though the large bed situated in the middle could hold him and many others if he’d liked.

			Faron wondered if Sabine treated all her employees similarly or if he had been given the extravagant space because he was her personal guard. He made a note to ask Lisbeth later, planning on asking for something more modest if others weren’t given the same resources.

			For now, though, he removed his boots, not wanting to track dirt on the carpet, and walked to the four-poster bed. The two bags he brought with him from Coralia sat empty in the center, letting him know his clothes and a few personal belongings had already been put away.

			Staring at the empty bags made his new position feel a lot more real in the way seeing Lisbeth hadn’t. It drove home the truth that he would never return to Coralia, at least, not as a citizen. Leaving Coralia had been an easy choice. Anti-magic users and non-human sentiment had led to increasing violence and a lack of work for himself and others. In the days before his departure, he had been attacked no less than three times by groups of drunkards looking for an elf or magic user to take their frustrations out on, and it would only get worse.

			Still, he had lived in Myrefall his entire life, and while he had traveled outside of the province previously, knowing he wouldn’t return felt depressing. Sitting on the bed, Faron buried his hands in his hair and let himself breathe, drinking the fact that here, in Fythias, he should be safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Three

			The fire crackled invitingly, and Sabine pondered pulling her chair closer, only to immediately dismiss the thought. Her thick light caramel hair was nearly dry, and the sheer volume of it made her think better of getting too close to the fire lest she accidentally catch the lot of it on fire.

			The morning swim had been such fun, but the time it took to wash and dry her hair after the fact rendered the activity nearly regrettable in her eyes. The swim had left her chilled, and though normally prone to feeling cold, she knew once her hair was dry and she was redressed, she’d feel more comfortable. If she were being honest with herself, Sabine would admit she was mostly complaining because of the timely efforts her hair now required.

			With a sigh, she ran her comb through her locks. With summer approaching, she’d take advantage of the bright warmth, and in doing so, she’d spend many a day in a similar position to now, though her hair would lighten to something more gold and her skin would tan under the increased presence of sunlight.

			A gentle rapping from the door alerted Sabine just before Lisbeth slipped inside, her gingery curls now dry and lovely. She gave a quick nod of respect. “I’ve shown Faron to the kitchens and his room. Do you need help with your hair and dress?” Lisbeth asked as she went to look at the dress she had laid out for Sabine earlier in the morning.

			“My hair is almost dry, so hopefully it will tolerate some styling,” Sabine said, straightening in her seat. “I’m tempted to remove much of the length with every passing day.”

			Lisbeth’s hand went up to her own shorter length as she considered Sabine’s hair. “Your hair is beautiful, but it is rather thick. I know the style is currently ‘the longer, the better’ for unmarried women, but we could take a few inches off if you wish. For anything more, we’ll need Meri.”

			Sabine laughed as she ran her comb through her hair once again. Deciding it was dry enough, she stood and went to join Lisbeth. “I believe your wife threatened me the last time I discussed possibly trimming my hair. She might have been serious.”

			“She didn’t threaten you,” Lisbeth said with a laugh. “She said she should just chop it off at your shoulders so it would be easier to handle.”

			“She offered to do it herself, as though we all don’t know what this,” she paused to point at her hair, “would look like short. It was a threat.”

			Lisbeth hid her giggle behind her hand. “It does get,” she paused, looking for the right word, “less controllable than my own.”

			“It grows big and triangular in shape,” Sabine suggested with a wry smile. “For now, will you arrange it for me?”

			“Of course.” Lisbeth’s smile grew brighter as she grabbed the ivory comb, brush, and some hairpins. Arranging Sabine’s hair was Lisbeth’s favorite part of her job, a product of the other woman not being able to grow her own hair past her shoulder blades without the curls getting too out of control.

			Sabine took a seat at the vanity so Lisbeth could work. She watched in the mirror as braids were plated and pinned up. Lisbeth’s work was always careful, and never did Sabine feel an overly sharp tug or uncomfortable movement. “Your friend seemed upset with the guards,” she commented.

			Lisbeth let out a small huff. “They were giving him trouble for arriving early instead of reaching out to Finn as they should have.” Lisbeth paused as she started to pin a section of Sabine’s hair up, needing to place a pin in her mouth for a moment to do so. “As we walked through the halls, he questioned Finn about the guards and offered to help with them. He is unhappy they didn’t know we were at the beach. Even more so when Finn said a suitor tried to take liberties with you.”

			“Good observations for someone who just arrived,” Sabine said. “But then, we knew there were problems, which is why you recommended him.”

			“Faron has always been observant,” Lisbeth remarked. “And intense.”

			“Then let us hope he can bring some better organization and habits to those he works closely with.”

			“I think Meri is going to lend a hand. He told her about the guards being surprised to see us, and she almost blew her top. I had to drag Faron out of the kitchen because they were so busy talking about training schedules and such. Meri’s mad at herself for not recognizing the lack of discipline in some of the newer guards.”

			Sabine looked back at Lisbeth with an amused grin. “Tell me how you dragged a giant elf from the kitchens on your own.”

			“I pouted and told him he would be late,” Lisbeth replied with a devious grin. “I also promised I would bring him back to see my wife later since, obviously, he was planning on stealing her from me for her incredible mind and skill at wrangling soldiers. They both looked mortified at the idea. Though he kept turning back around to throw other ideas at Meri as he left with me,” Lisbeth said proudly.

			“Good thinking,” Sabine said with a laugh. She turned to look back at the vanity so Lisbeth could finish her hair. “Perhaps your days will not be filled with managing your friend.”

			“I don’t think Faron will require managing, but one never knows.”

			“I hope not,” Sabine replied. “We need order when it comes to the guards, and we’ve not had order since Onfroi retired.”

			Lisbeth made a sound of agreement, another pin between her lips as she used both hands to twist up another section of Sabine’s hair. Thankfully, she was almost done, and Sabine would be able to dress and have a quick breakfast before her visitor was expected.

			“What does everyone else think of Faron?” Lisbeth asked.

			“I think they like him, and I suppose I must be happy if you, Meri, and Finn are,” Sabine observed. When Lisbeth finished her hair, Sabine stood to finish dressing in something other than her chemise and stockings.

			“I’m just happy Faron’s here. It’s safer here for him.”

			“It is,” Sabine confirmed as she tightened the ribbons keeping her stockings up around her thighs. She liked the warmth of them and wore them often, even when the weather grew nicer. “Elves are not safe in Coralia from what I hear. Should he need to offer a haven to friends, let him know we can offer a place to stay while new plans are made.”

			Lisbeth nodded. “I am more than happy to let him know.” She walked around Sabine, taking the other woman in, before they began the tedious process of dressing.

			A wool petticoat tied around Sabine’s waist was among the first items placed on her body: warm and of a fashionable dark color. Her stays were next added. Though they were not tight, as had become the fashion with the teenage girls in the village, they served their purpose in supporting, and partially displaying, her breasts. A front panel, a complimentary green, was next secured to her petticoat.

			The gold overdress was added last, the silk fabric adorned with pearls and lace, creating an elegant silhouette for the duchesse. “I’m so glad more rounded necklines have returned,” Sabine commented.

			“I agree. Rounded is much more flattering on you, though the square cut was also lovely.”

			“The squared lines always sat funny on my shoulders,” Sabine said. She gave herself a once-over in the mirror, deciding she approved. “I think I am ready.”

			Lisbeth walked around Sabine one last time, straightening and tightening fabric and ribbons before nodding. “You’re ready to go.”

			“Good,” Sabine said. “Perhaps I shall have time to eat something before I meet with the representative of the Weavers’ Guild. Elodie’s last letter suggested she was quite eager for a chat.”

			“Meri noted you hadn’t eaten. She said she would have something brought up for you.” A knock at the door, and Lisbeth lit up and swiftly sprinted to the entrance, throwing it open to greet her wife as if she hadn’t seen Meri in days rather than mere minutes.

			Sabine laughed at the display, though it was hardly the first time she’d watched Lisbeth’s enthusiasm for her wife overtake her. She couldn’t blame the woman for being so enthusiastic. “Good morning, Meri.”

			“Good morning, Your Grace,” Meri responded once Lisbeth had released her. She slowly pushed a wheeled cart into the room, her limp—a reminder of the atrocities leading to the deaths of Sabine’s parents—more pronounced today than normal. Lisbeth made a face, reached to help with the cart, but then pulled back. Meri asked for help when she wanted it. “How was your swim?” Meri asked.

			“I hear my outing has caused great outrage amongst the staff,” Sabine replied. “And now you and my new guard are plotting away with glee.”

			Meri pressed her lips but otherwise kept her expression pleasant. “I am very aware you can take care of yourself when needed, but there should have been a guard with you. Those guarding the estate should have been notified in case something had happened. Faron and I were just discussing ways to correct the lapse in judgment and communication with the rest of the guard.”

			“Did I say the reaction was incorrect?” Sabine asked, noting Meri’s annoyance. “I just find it funny you and Faron have decided to reorganize things when I’ve barely spoken to him, and he hasn’t settled in yet.”

			Meri’s cheeks darkened in embarrassment or shame. “Faron is quite serious about his job and your safety.” Meri removed her black cane from the cart, balanced her weight on it, and removed the lids from three dishes. One held an assortment of fresh berries and some cream for dipping. Another held thin flat cakes. The third held a bowl of porridge with brown sugar and cinnamon sprinkled on top. A pitcher of juice and a pot of tea rounded out the meal.

			“You’ve done too much,” Sabine observed, and she took a seat so she could qu
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