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PROLOGUE
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One minute ago, everything was peaceful.

Only one minute ago, Cerrick Montef stood just within the walls of the Ressegalian palace, chatting amiably with the councilors. He shook hands and made empty promises. Forty seconds ago, he complimented Councilor Mathis’ terrible olive green overcoat with a perfect fake smile.

Appropriately placated, the councilor stepped closer, still discussing the business deal that Cerrick never intended to sign. The councilor reached out to shake his hand, never expecting the knife that slid cleanly into his chest.

His death took only seconds. Cerrick’s strike was precise and true. It was in fact so quick and so subtle that by the time Cerrick retrieved his knife, the rest of the councilors in the crowded room hadn’t noticed the body beginning to slump. Precious seconds ticked by. Cerrick took a deep breath, glanced at his partner, and hurled himself through the window.

That was thirty seconds ago. Now, Cerrick is standing on a precarious cliffside in the sunshine, fumbling with the escape rope.

Edlyn, his mission partner, is shifting on her feet. “Cerrick.”

Cerrick tugs harder at the stubborn rope, wondering why the knot won’t hold. He loops it around the wooden post they scouted out beforehand, trying to ignore his shaking fingers and the blood dripping down his wrist. Perhaps the kill wasn’t as clean as he thought. “Yes, I’m working on it—”

“Cerrick. Four guards are going to be on top of us in approximately thirty seconds if you don’t knot that rope.”

Cerrick chuckles humorlessly. His heart is pounding, the wind is howling in his ears, and the roar of the sea below is taunting him. The shouting of the palace guards is growing clearer each second. He’s well aware of the dangers. “Yes, I know that.”

“Oh, for Saints’ sake, just give me the rope.” Edlyn grabs it from him before he can squeak out a protest. Cerrick glances nervously toward the broken window up high on the cliffs. The councilors within are shouting, rallying their guards. His stomach flips.

“Edlyn,” Cerrick warns.

“See, now you know how it feels to watch helplessly while an idiot makes a fool of—there, it’s done.” Edlyn tugs the knotted rope once for good luck. “Nice and tight.”

“So long as it’s secure, I don’t care how nice it is.” Cerrick grips the rope and positions himself precariously. The guards are racing down the cliffside, swords in hand. “Grab onto me. We’ll go down together.” The boat is waiting below in a cove out of sight. In and out, easy, just as they planned. They’ll be back home by tomorrow, delivering a glowing report.

At least, they will if they can get a move on. Cerrick’s heart is still pounding with every second that ticks by.

“Go first. I’ll catch up.” Edlyn is staring at the line of guards sprinting toward them, frowning thoughtfully as if they have all the time in the world. Cerrick glances from Edlyn to the unexpected numbers of guards in black and red. Shit. He thought they’d have a bit more time before the reinforcements were called.

Cerrick yells, “Edlyn! You won’t win any merit points with Andor if you’re dead.”

Without even glancing at him, she yells, “Go! I’ll buy you some time.”

“Edlyn,” Cerrick calls after her, but she’s already taken off toward the guards. Cerrick can’t wait any longer. He curses her name, sends her a prayer, and begins his descent.

The wind roars in his ears. The rope burns his hands even through the rope gloves he slipped on, and not even the echo of his heart in his ears is enough to drown out the sound of fighting above. Cerrick doesn’t want to think about what’s happening up there. Edlyn is fierce with a knife, but one against thirty is an impossible match. Saints, what was she thinking?

He reaches the boat gently. Cerrick shakily finds his seat and stares up at the cliff, waiting and watching for Edlyn’s small form to grip that rope. It doesn’t come. He can no longer hear the sounds of bloody battle from down here, and he can only pray that the boat is as hidden from view as they hoped.

Minutes pass, and Edlyn doesn’t descend the rope. Cerrick’s heart begins to sink. He always feared this day would come. He’ll be going home alone. Cerrick shuts his eyes as grief forms a well in his chest.

“Hey, Cerrick.”

Cerrick whirls around, heart in his throat once again at the sound of Edlyn’s voice. She’s standing on the other end of the boat, her hands and cloak covered in blood. She shrugs off the cloak and washes her hands in the seawater—as well as her blades, Cerrick belatedly notices.

“How did you—” Cerrick’s breath leaves him in a rush. He’s yelling in her face before he knows it. “Why did you do that? That wasn’t part of the plan. You could’ve been killed. You didn’t give me time to react. We should’ve gotten out of there as soon as we could. There was no legitimate reason for you to fight the guards.”

Edlyn grins. “You killed the councilor. I was feeling left out. Why should you get to have all the fun?”

Cerrick stares at her. “What part of getting away with murdering a high profile councilor in a confined room of our enemies is fun to you?”

“You should’ve let me have the kill, then.”

“You would’ve added some flair that we can’t afford. What would Andor have said?”

Edlyn rolls her eyes. “Always so concerned about what he thinks.”

“Forgive me for caring about the opinion of the man who pays us.” Cerrick raises an accusatory finger at her. “Don’t ever scare me like that again. I thought you were dead.”

Edlyn winks, ruffling his hair. “I have to do something to keep you on your toes, don’t I?”

When he doesn’t reply, she sighs. “It wasn’t a whim. I wanted to fight them as if I didn’t know how, as if I was covering an amateur escape, so that they wouldn’t have reason to think the assassination was a professional matter. I was covering it up, as Andor told us to do. Now they’ll never suspect the Order of the Sun. They’ll think we’re a few outliers who slipped past their defenses. We’re safe, the Order’s safe, and Andor will be happy.

“I took care of a few, slipped away when I knew I was in danger. I climbed down the cliffside where I knew they would see me. Only an amateur would do that. If we move quickly, we can get away before they reach the bottom of the rope.” She crosses her arms. “I wouldn’t endanger myself without a damn good reason. I thought you’d know that. I wouldn’t do that to you. Happy?”

Cerrick swallows. “Yes. Sorry I yelled at you.”

Edlyn smiles gently. “It’s alright. Now let’s go. I’d like to sleep in my own bed tomorrow night, as thin and cold as it is.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Do you have enough?”

“Of course I have enough,” Cerrick snaps. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

“Touchy,” Evan murmurs, carefully counting Cerrick’s coins by the dim light of the fire burning at the top of a barrel. Cerrick warms his hands with it, shivering as a biting breeze blows through the dark alley. He longs to bury his hands with some soft gloves, or better yet, the fur lined pockets of his cloak. He can’t. It’s out of the question to wear those here.

“I’m only asking because of the news about the Order of the Sun lately,” Evan says. “Or the lack thereof. No noteworthy jobs in a while, it seems. No new jobs at all. Has His Cloakedness finally achieved permanent peace at home and abroad?”

“I am not privy to the duke’s thoughts,” Cerrick says.

“Thank the heavens. I wouldn’t want to know what goes on beneath that receding hairline. Congratulations, you’re free for another month.” Evan tucks the gold coins into his front waistcoat pocket. Cerrick watches them disappear with a small sigh. “Would you like me to give your regards to Bertie?”

“Very funny,” Cerrick says. Evan smiles. Friend is not an apt word for the company one finds in southwest Rinnfell. Evan, however, was something like it.

The melancholy smile on his face reminds Cerrick of a time when they were as close as brothers. Now, their paths only brush when Cerrick delivers his monthly debt payments. Evan is the one to collect them, because Bertie is either too busy or lazy to show his face.

“Shit,” Cerrick says, looking at the giant Rinnfell clocktower. “I’ll be late. I would offer to get drinks with you sometime, but...”

“Yeah. I know. Be seeing you.”

“Yeah.” Cerrick lingers a moment after Evan disappears back inside the townhouse behind them, the headquarters of the Order of the Ice. Lanterns are burning inside, illuminating the dirty windows. He can’t remember the lights ever being off, nor the townhouse ever being empty. He wonders if Bertie is in there now, watching him from some hidden window.

Probably not. Cerrick would feel the prickle of his stare if he was.

He backs out of the alley, crossing his arms over his torso for warmth. Not that a simple white shirt and brown waistcoat offer much in the way of warmth. Cerrick emerges into the main streets, grimacing at the harsh wind. His eyes fix on his destination, the sprawling palace at the north end of the city. It rests on the edge of a cliff, jutting out over the sea.

He tries to rush through the crowd of morning shoppers, but he should know by now what an impossible task that is. Everyone here clumps together in packs for warmth and safety. Anyone in the southwest sector of the city who strays too far from their parents—or in Cerrick’s case, their classmates on a drunken night—will face the consequences.

The shoppers jeer and swear and throw things at him once they realize he’s a nobleman. Whenever he must travel to this part of the city, he wears his worst clothes, but his definition of poor clothing is quite different from theirs. He doesn’t have time to put on a disguise, deliver the money to Evan, and then go home to change for work. Besides, he burned all of his Ice clothes the moment he could.

He runs through the crowd, shoving past the blockades they make. They yell colorful insults at him, words like filthy rich rat. If he thought it’d make a difference, he’d tell them that he rejected his family’s money years ago, that he’s been living on the scraps of his family name and reputation ever since. He paid for education himself. That’s why he’s still here.

All they’d see, however, are his clean nails, the finely pressed lines of his trousers, the pristine white shirtsleeves. He can’t say he blames them for their anger.

The gates of the upper city open to him like a home. The silver clad guards on either side know his name, his face, the pale blond hair that’s not hidden under a hood this once. He forgot his damn cloak at home since he was running late. The two guards smirk from the warm safety of their fur cloaks, adorned with colorful silk ribbons.

Cerrick doesn’t give them time to initiate small talk about his position in the palace, or about the dreadful weather, or about how winter always seems to come so early. He shows them the special stamp on his papers that grants him access to the palace, and thanks them hastily before going on his way.

The palace’s size is staggering, and he’s never entirely gotten used to its scale. White and gold and blue, it juts out over the foaming Gryting Sea. Dreary gray clouds blanket the courtyard.

Cerrick wishes for the nth time that he could enter through the heavy wooden front doors, where warm salvation lies so close. He stares at them longingly while he walks toward the back.

The tiny and nondescript backdoor opens with his key. He could find his way to it in his dreams, in the dead of night without a light. The wraparound porch creaks under his boots, old and weathered from the wind and snow.

The moment the door slams shut, a wave of warmth hits him. Shuddering in relief, he tips his head back and rubs his hands together, embracing the bright light of lamps behind his eyelids.

“Forgot your coat, Cerrick?’ chuckles a familiar voice—Oligarch and Duke Brandr Tofte.

Cerrick smiles. “Yeah. Didn’t know it was gonna be so cold. Winter always comes earlier than we expect.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Brandr deliberately adjusts his own black cloak, decorated on the outside with small wooden figurines that jingle when he moves. Most Krycs wear something on their cloaks to showcase their personality, or just to make themselves stand out.

Brandr puts his weight on his wooden cane, used to aid the leg he broke in a seafaring accident years ago. “You’d better get moving, or Andor will have you for breakfast.”

“You’re assuming he doesn’t every day?”

Brandr laughs heartily, pushing his short brown hair out of his green eyes. Smile lines crease his tired face, but his smile is still young. Cerrick hopes to be even half as friendly as Brandr in twenty years.

Brandr waves, rattling the little wood carvings. Cerrick has spent many idle hours studying them, and he recognizes a moose, a deer, a fox. A new one hangs from a ribbon near Brandr’s shoulder, a rabbit on its hind legs. “Be seeing you.”

Cerrick closes his eyes to block out Evan’s phantom voice. The Ice has no hold on him here. No one from that odious townhouse has the right to distract Cerrick here, in his new life. “Yeah.”

Cerrick heads past the open office of the Order of the Wind, a department of historians and archivists seated around various desks. Their chatter and the smell of coffee passes him by on his way to the row of offices against the south wall. He unlocks the thick wooden door of his own and steps inside.

Light from a crystal shard inside illuminates the room in a cozy, warm glow. Cerrick pulls back the curtains from the floor length window to let in proper light. The window looks out over Rinnfell, in all its dark gloominess and dim streetlamps. Cerrick seats himself with his back to the window and resigns himself to a long, boring, day of deskwork. The stack of forms and reports seems to grow higher every day. 

“Work for the Order of the Sun, they said,” Cerrick mutters as he flourishes his signature over a follow up report on the mission in Ressegal. “It’ll be riveting, they said.” His fingers grip the Order of the Sun agent stamp in a well-practiced motion. It slams into a pot of ink, then onto the envelope. Repeat.

Unfortunately, the monotony of work leaves time for his restless mind to wander. Thoughts of Evan, Bertie, and old memories of the Ice always come clearest on the last day of the month, when he has to deliver payment.

An indeterminate amount of time later, his office door opens, and Cerrick doesn’t have to look up to know it’s Edlyn. Her boots click on the carpet, and the mere size of her black cloak blocks out the crystal light. “Andor wants to see you.”

Cerrick snorts and leans back, grateful for the break. He flexes his cramping writing hand. “He’ll allow his humble agent into his company?”

“You know it’s not like that.” She picks up the stack of papers he’s finished with. “They don’t have a job for us all the time. Sometimes you get stuck behind a desk. The agents in the field are put on rotation to allow us all to heal and recuperate.”

“I know. I just wish they’d give me something to do,” Cerrick sighs. “I didn’t attend university twice and join the most sensitive spy network in Kryos to be stamping reports of past missions.”

“No, you’re here because you paid off your student loans through the Ice and now you need to pay them back. Maybe you’ll get lucky with a job this time,” Edlyn suggests. She’s a field agent like him. She was in the Ice with him. He knows she craves the thrill of a mission just like he does. How is she remaining calm? How is she not going stir crazy?

Cerrick swallows his arguments and stands up. “Let’s go see what he wants.”

Edlyn leads the way into the hallway, the extensive knife collection on her cloak jingling as she walks. Cerrick has always thought it utterly ridiculous, but where would she wear such a thing if not at the Order of the Sun? Her black hair, falling nearly to her shoulders, shines in the white crystal glow.

They walk to the last office door on the left of the long hallway. The doors here are firmly shut, with the name of each of the seven oligarchs printed in gold lettering across them. Only the last one is ajar. Edlyn knocks on it lightly.

“Come in.”

They push open the door to Head Oligarch and Pristine Duke Andor Estensen’s office. Behind the desk is a floor length window, the same as all the personal offices here. This view shows the white Gryting Sea far below, off a sheer drop. White water foams up and crashes against jagged rocks in a thrilling, infinite crescendo. There’s something mesmerizing about it.

Cerrick takes a deep inhale of the orange scent that always lingers in Andor’s office. Only then does he dare to glance at his boss.

Cerrick has never seen him without his long gray braid draped over his shoulder, his beard carefully trimmed, and his blue eyes sharp as ever. His cloak is bright blue, Kryc blue, with silver rings decorating the outside just as they decorate his wizened pale hands.

His Pointstaff, a long versatile weapon, is currently displayed in the form of a staff with a sapphire set into the top. The weapon rests next to him, within easy reach.

“You wanted to see me, my pristine duke?” Cerrick asks, bowing deeply.

“Yes, thank you,” says Andor, gesturing for them to close the door. Despite his age, his voice still holds the power of decades past. Such easy confidence is oddly calming. Cerrick feels more comfortable in his presence than in the presence of almost anyone else. “Don’t leave, Miss Chao. This conversation is for your ears as well, but you know the rules. No other ears.”

Edlyn bows and keeps the door firmly closed.

“I have a job for you,” Andor says, folding his hands on the desk. “I need you to infiltrate the court of Aeton.”

Cerrick blinks. There are probably stranger requests in the world, though he can’t think of one right now. “May I ask why, my duke?”

Andor tosses him an issue of the Rinnfell Report from earlier in the week, a bold headline reading Robbery at Thornby Hall, Asger Archives Stolen written underneath. “Surely you’ve heard about this.”

“Yes, of course.” Cerrick has been wondering idly about it since he glimpsed the headline yesterday.

“The Order of the Sun is formally interested in the theft. We’re negotiating with the Aeton government right now to get you in position to investigate,” Andor continues. “You’ll be leaving in a few weeks.”

“Very well.” Cerrick closes his eyes, thinking about Evan and Bertie and payment, if he’ll have to hire someone in South Rinnfell to deliver it for him. They’ve never trusted the mailing system. “That’s rather odd of the Aeton government to let us investigate. It’s not our problem, it’s theirs, and a pretty damn big one at that.”

Andor pauses. “Oh, Cerrick, how you assume. I thought I taught you better. Use your imagination! The Aeton government doesn’t know the true object of our mission.”

Cerrick frowns. “Then how—”

“You’re going to marry an Aeton prince. That’s your cover. You’ll conduct your investigation in complete secrecy, the deepest cover you’ve ever been in, even deeper than your assassination mission in Ressegal. The marriage and the leak at Thornby Hall are two entirely different things in your eyes, do you understand?”

The floor is about to give way under Cerrick’s feet.

“Close your mouth, Cerrick. Surely that’s not the worst I’ve asked of you before?” Andor spreads his hands. “Depending on if your husband is an ass or not, it might be quite a pleasant experience. Although it might be difficult to hide your true intentions. Don’t worry, you’ll be leaving him the moment we have what we need.

“You won’t get divorced—that would look terrible for our international relations. We’ll just say that you’re...moving elsewhere to pursue your own projects, or some other plausible excuse. As my agent, I know you can keep a secret. I wouldn’t trust you with this if you couldn’t.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Cerrick finally takes the seat he was offered and collapses with his head in his hands. “I’m marrying an Aeton prince.”

“Yes.”

“Which one?”

“The elder son. Njord Hagen, third in line for the throne.”

Cerrick still can’t gather his words. He wants to craft an excuse convincing enough to allow him to opt out, but the gleam in Andor’s eyes suggests that nothing he could say would change Andor’s mind. Cerrick has never opted out of a job before, and he’s not sure he could. This business isn’t one he can pick and choose his way around. Declining the job while someone else went in his place would tug at him. He’d be restless, certain that he could be conducting a better investigation than anyone else.

Thankfully, Edlyn speaks instead, stepping forward and laying her hand on Cerrick’s shoulder. As both his partner in the Sun and his best friend outside of it, her support is deeply appreciated. “What is my role in this, my duke? Do I have to marry an Aeton royal as well?”

Andor smiles. “No, you’re exempt. You’ll be Cerrick’s liaison. His cover will be too deep to allow him to report his findings directly through the embassy like we normally would. It’s too unreliable, with too much outside involvement. The sanctity of this mission is too important to risk.

“He’ll give you his findings a few times a month. When the mission is over and every end has been tied up, you’ll present your complete report to me here. In return, you will inform Cerrick of any relevant information or news that wouldn’t make it to Aeton’s royal court.”

You’ll manage the specifics of this yourself and I expect you to do so smoothly, goes unsaid. Edlyn and Cerrick have gone on too many missions in the past year to expect anything different. Andor’s standards are high.

Disappointment flashes through Edlyn’s face before she manages to hide it. She leans forward and puts her hands on the desk. “Sir, please, send me with him. This is what I’m best at. This is what I’m made for. We both crave field work, and I have proven myself to you many times before. I am more than capable.”

“I know you are, Edlyn, but the answer is no. Your capability is not in question. You will remain here, continuing your work where you’ll be most useful to the Order. You will go to the city of Holbeck two or three times a month to check on Mister Montef and give him the information he needs. You will be his one and only connection to the Kryc world he knows here.”

Cerrick swallows a wave of panic at the thought of being cut off completely from his home, thrust into a country he’s never set foot in before.

Edlyn nods, but Cerrick knows her well enough to read the hidden displeasure in her frame. She wouldn’t marry a royal for all the gold in the world, not if it meant giving up her privacy. She’s not jealous. It’s simply that the two of them don’t trust anyone else to take care of each other. It’s difficult to let each other out of their sight. Cerrick can’t ever remember a time they were split up like this.

“Sir,” Cerrick says, “why the need for such complete and utter secrecy? While it is a sensitive robbery, it is still just a robbery. In a foreign land, no less. The only thing stolen was some insignificant biography. I’m rather curious why you’re devoting so many resources to investigating it.”

Andor’s smile fades, revealing the face of power and control that he wears in public. Stern. Serious. Experienced. Dedicated. Determined, even if he’s getting too old to go on the missions that made him famous.

He says gravely, “This is not just a break in. With the exception of the royal palace, Thornby Hall is supposed to have the highest security in Aeton. If thieves can break in there and slip out undetected, who’s to say they can’t barge in here?” He gestures to the walls of his office.

“Don’t forget that the stolen biography is about the man who’s as good as a son to me, who I personally and professionally care about. If something is amiss, I would like to know about it.”

Cerrick swallows. “Maybe the thieves had inside help. Maybe their contact is the reason they got in and out so smoothly, not their skills.”

“That’s what you’re going to find out. Either way, your cover must be absolute. If the Aeton government finds out about what we’re doing, it could set Kryos-Aeton relations back to a never before seen hostility.” Andor smiles again, crumpling The Rinnfell Report in his fist. “No pressure.”

Cerrick breathes out and gets to his feet. Edlyn’s hand on the small of his back steadies him.

“I’ll let you know the minute you’ve been cleared to leave,” Andor says. “Be ready. Make it convincing, Cerrick. We’re marketing you to the Aeton government as the son of the House of Ragna, not as a member of the Order of the Sun. People in the royal court of Aeton aren’t likely to know my agents, and anyway, you and Edlyn have never been the public type. As I always say”—he smiles wickedly—“there won’t be a problem unless you create a problem.”

Cerrick nods and wonders what exactly he’s getting himself into.

After leaving Andor’s office, Cerrick finds Brandr waiting for him by the door of his own. Cerrick raises an eyebrow. Rarely do Sun agents get personal visits from oligarchs, though Brandr has always gravitated toward him. Strange, considering his reclusive nature.

“I just wanted to wish you luck on your mission. Andor told me about it this morning.” Brandr smiles and pats Cerrick’s shoulder, leaning closer and lowering his voice. “You have allies here. Don’t forget that.”

Cerrick laughs, though the gravity in Brandr’s eyes makes him wonder about his motives. “Thank you. The Aeton court will be a refreshing change of scenery. I’m looking forward to the challenge that Holbeck will present.”

Brandr nods “I’ve been to Aeton only once, and it wasn’t the most pleasant experience. I hope yours will be better.” He flashes a smile and walks away, his cloak sweeping out behind him. Cerrick chews his lip, watching him go.
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Three weeks and almost two full days of travel later, Cerrick is sweating.

He’s used to heavy cloaks and furs weighing him down, but their weight has never been more apparent than now. Such furs are not meant for Aeton’s warmer climate, where winter isn’t as suffocating. He thought he was ready to escape Kryos’ blistering cold and disappear to the famous sunshine of Aeton, but now he’s reconsidering.

He’s already sweating under three layers of blue, though that might be in part due to the nerves. The nerves he’s failing to deny and dismiss. The silver and blue earrings dangling from his ears are heavy and distracting; they don’t help either. Silver and blue and gold, all the colors befitting a Kryc nobleman.

Despite all of that, he’s still able to focus on the task at hand. That’s what he needs to do. That’s what he’s trained to do, as Edlyn said. Edlyn who is not here.

Breathe, Cerrick. Calm.

One foot in front of the other down this endless aisle. Cerrick tries to ignore the prickly feeling of hundreds, maybe even thousands of eyes on him.

Njord Hagen stands at the end of the airy, well-lit banquet hall with his fair hands clasped in front of him. He’s smiling in the polite, diplomatic way Cerrick has practiced so many times when speaking to the press.

Njord’s mother the queen stands beside him tall and strong. Her long blonde hair catches the sunlight, her golden crown and its many jewels shining brightly. Njord’s sisters, brother, father, and stepfather stand a little further back in the shadows.

Cerrick resists the urge to crack his neck and relieve it of tension. This entire event is going to be documented in every paper in every country down to the finest details. He can’t afford to be anything but perfect. At the edge of the crowd, the best charcoal artists anyone can find are no doubt furiously sketching away at his outfit right this second.

He’s not built to be pretty for idle eyes like this. He’s known for his quick thinking, his dedication, his ability to glean knowledge from obscure laws both domestic and foreign. He belongs behind a desk late at night, writing a statement on which section of the law this defendant breached, the reasoning behind that unfortunate arrest. In Andor’s office giving a report. Murdering a Ressegalian councilor with Edlyn at his side. Any of those would be preferable to this.

Cerrick Montef, son of the House of Ragna, does not belong on a soft carpet drowning in heavy clothes, going to marry a stranger. He is not a royal. He was never meant to be one despite his parents’ ambitions, though he supposes they’re mighty pleased now. Not that he told them.

He has never worn earrings this size before, nor clothes this fine, worthy of the royal family he’s marrying into. He’s never been so conscious of his every movement. Never been more afraid of stepping on his long robes.

Though this is the worst time for such a thought, Cerrick remembers his first few months under Bertie’s guidance, his starry eyed introduction into the world of crime. With looks like that, you’d make a wonderful whore, Bertie said, then laughed at how offended Cerrick got. Cerrick wonders how Bertie would feel now, if he were here to see this.

Reaching the end of the aisle is a heady relief. Njord smiles and bows for Cerrick, who returns the movement almost mechanically. He tries to keep his eyes on Njord instead of focusing on the crowd. Aeton wedding crowds are huge. The families tend to invite anyone who can crowd themselves into this brilliant hall, and that goes tenfold for royal weddings. Cerrick wonders how many of these people have even seen Njord before.

Njord is tall and broad, with reddish brown hair that flows down to his chest. His beard, though thick, is trimmed short. His hands are huge and calloused and tanned compared to Cerrick’s pale, nimble fingers. When Cerrick is asked to take Njord’s hands, his own are shaking.

“It’s okay,” Njord whispers, giving his hands a squeeze. Cerrick gleans so much from that simple gesture. His voice is kind, his accent is thick, and he speaks in perfect Kryc. Cerrick didn’t even consider the language barrier.

Despite that, the dark blue of Njord’s eyes is hypnotizing like a rippling lake, stealing Cerrick’s breath away.

A second squeeze of his hands draws Cerrick back to the present, where he realizes with a flush of shame that he’s being spoken to.

The instructions of the queen pass by in a numb blur. Cerrick says words he doesn’t mean, forces himself to smile and look like he actually wants to be here. Remember the press. Remember the mission.

How could he forget? The thousands of eyes packed into the room stick to him.

Njord also smiles and says things he surely doesn’t mean. Everyone here must know how insincere this is, that this is the first time they’ve even glimpsed each other. But they don’t care. They swoon and sigh for the theater of it all. Aeton loves its weddings. Its cheery, hopeful gestures.

The beautiful and expensive material of Cerrick’s blue wedding clothes is beginning to irritate Cerrick’s skin, however nicely it will come out in the drawings for the Holbeck Herald.

The earrings weigh him down, his palms are sweating, and every second Cerrick spends in the public eye only makes his heart beat faster. At least he doesn’t have a crown or something else weighing him down.

The queen places bracelets of rope around each of their wrists, symbolizing their marriage with a collection of braided colors. Blue for Kryos and Aeton in them both, however Njord’s marriage bracelet has more silver and gold than the purple and green in Cerrick’s. Trading their countries’ colors.

The threads are made from the finest silk. Soft to the touch, unlike Cerrick’s clothing. Even the thick hairs of his favorite fur cloak are softer than these damn wedding clothes.

Desperate for a moment’s distraction, Cerrick glances out the massive windows, giving him a teasing glimpse of the city. He can’t see Thornby Hall from here, but he knows from hours of studying maps in the carriage that it’s just out of view.

He turns his eyes back to Njord, who takes up all of his view. The man truly is massive, like a legendary warrior who slays everything in his path just with his build. Cerrick studies the muscles peeking through the shape of Njord’s coat, then quickly looks away again.

Before long, it’s done, and the queen is declaring them married and free.

Cerrick’s heart is steadily thumping as Njord interlaces their fingers and holds their hands to the brilliant skylight overhead. The ceiling of this hall seems to reach into the clouds, letting in endless rays of light. Cerrick isn’t used to so much light, or so much warmth, or so many happy, cheering people.

He belongs in the shadows, not the light.

“It’s okay,” Njord whispers to him again, leaning his head close so that only Cerrick will hear. How can anyone hear anything over the roar of the crowd? Thousands of jewels and bright fabrics sparkle in front of Cerrick’s eyes, and the only thing grounding him is the warmth of his new husband’s hand in his own. He takes himself through quick breaths.

Stop that, you’ll give yourself a headache, Edlyn scolds in his mind. He misses her already.

The noise, the light, the colors, it all overwhelms him. “I can’t do this,” he says aloud, but it’s lost in the sea of the crowd.

“What?” Njord asks, but Cerrick shakes his head, relieved he didn’t hear. What a way to start off this careful relationship, one Cerrick must nurture just enough to keep Njord quiet and complacent, but not too much lest Njord start thinking any of this is real.

He swallows his screaming protests of this is too much I can’t do this I need to run and fights back the urge to flee, never to be seen again. Njord pulls him along, and Cerrick snaps out of his petrified haze just enough to follow.

The crowd’s clamor only increases when the two of them walk towards the doors at the back of the room. They can’t fathom their new darling couple deserting them. Reporters yell in their ears for a comment, please stop and pose. There are demands to stand still for the artists. Other guests scream congratulations and declare undying devotion. Cerrick tries to filter it all out.

The royal guard stand rigid in their blue coats, the same shade as Kryos teal but in a sleeker, stiffer style. Those guards shepherd them through a set of double doors at the back, the queen in front, Njord’s father and stepfather and siblings close behind.

Cerrick looks back for his own blue and silver escort, but they’re long gone, probably seeking food and lodging before beginning the journey back to Kryos. Cerrick is truly on his own now.

The Aeton guards shut the doors, and the noise slowly fades away. Cerrick can breathe again, but now he has to worry about an entirely different overwhelming issue.

Njord.

Before facing him, Cerrick takes a precious moment to look around. The antechamber in which they stand is windowless, well-lit with candles, with white carpet soft under Cerrick’s boots, and a golden glow permeating the room.

“Welcome to Holbeck, Lord Montef,” Njord says with a smile and a bow. “Or, as I should call you from now on, husband.”

Husband.

“T—thank you,” Cerrick replies, and at least has the presence of mind to say, “Please, call me Cerrick.” It’s like everything he’s ever learned about keeping his composure flies out of his head. For Saints’ sake, he deals with the Kryc equivalent of royalty in his job every day, and comfortably at that. Bertie is far more dangerous than this prince could ever prove to be. What’s so different about this? “I have heard much about you.”
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