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Dedication

In a chaotic world, I know these two truths make me smile. 

	Hugs are awesome








	Love Wins. 








Hug the ones you love, my friends, and thank you for supporting my work.
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Chapter One
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The door to the council chamber slammed open, and Darragh didn’t even look up from the trade agreement he was reviewing. He already knew who it was. Only his advisers had that particular combination of pompous throat-clearing and determined footsteps.

“Your Majesty, we really must discuss...”

“No.” Darragh signed his name with a flourish and reached for the next document.

“But, Your Majesty...”

“Still no, Aldric.” Darragh finally glanced up at his chief adviser, whose balding head had turned an impressive shade of red. Behind him, the other three advisers clustered like nervous sheep. “Whatever you’re about to say, the answer is no.”

Aldric’s cheeks quivered. “You don’t even know what we’re going to ask.”

“I know that look.” Darragh leaned back in his chair, letting it creak in the silence. “That’s your ‘we’re going to pester the king about marriage again’ look. So, no.”

“Your Majesty, please.” Helena stepped forward, her gray hair pulled back so tight it probably gave her a headache. Good. She deserved it for bothering him with more nonsense. “Just hear us out.”

Darragh gestured broadly at the papers spread across his desk. “I’m working. Come back never.”

“The World Council summit is in six months,” Marvin blurted out.

That got Darragh’s attention. He straightened, his chair scraping against the stone floor. “So?”

“So” - Aldric seized the opening like a drowning man grabbing a rope - “when we agreed to host the annual treaty summit two years ago, everyone assumed...”

“Everyone assumed I’d be married by now.” Darragh finished the sentence and rubbed his face with both hands. “Because you all thought my ‘great marriage quest’ would be successful.”

“It could have been,” Helena said primly, “if you’d given any of those lovely young women a proper chance.”

“Those lovely young women agreed with everything I said.” Darragh stood up and wandered over to the window overlooking the harbor. Three merchant ships were coming in, their sails bright against the gray sky. “Perfectly lovely ladies who all giggled at jokes that weren’t funny, and simpered and blushed when I asked them honest questions.”

“They were likely being polite,” Thomas offered, usually his quietest adviser.

“They were boring me to death.” Darragh turned back to face them. “I told you two years ago, and I’ll say it again. I’m not marrying someone I can’t stand to have a conversation with. I’d rather stay single.”

“But the summit...” Marvin tried again.

“What about it?” Darragh crossed his arms. “We host it, everyone signs their treaties, renews their agreements, drinks our wine, and goes home. What does my marital status have to do with any of that?”

The four advisers exchanged glances. Darragh knew that look too - that was their ‘we’re about to say something he won’t like’ look.

“Spit it out.”

Aldric cleared his throat. “The other kingdoms...they see Safe Harbor as somewhat...rough around the edges.”

“We build the best damn ships in the known world.”

“Yes, but...”

“Our harbor is the largest and safest anywhere.”

“Of course, Your Majesty, but...”

“Our trade routes are the most reliable and secure among any seen with other countries.”

“Your Majesty!” Helena’s voice cracked like a whip. “Will you please let us finish?”

Darragh shut his mouth and glared at her. She glared right back, which was one of the reasons he’d kept her on after his father died. She had a spine of steel.

“Thank you.” Helena smoothed her skirts. “Now, as Aldric was attempting to say - the other kingdoms respect Safe Harbor’s industry and trade. But they view us as merchants and builders, not...refined.”

“Refined.” Darragh wrinkled his nose as if he’d smelled something bad. “We’re not refined enough?”

“They see you as a bachelor king who lives rough,” Thomas added quietly. Darragh didn’t think he’d ever heard the man raise his voice. “A king who spends more time in the shipyards than in the castle. Someone who drinks with common sailors and...”

“I’m not going to apologize for knowing my people.”

“No one’s asking you to.” Marvin stepped forward. “But hosting the World Council summit is an honor, Your Majesty. It shows trust. It shows that Safe Harbor is a legitimate political power, not just a trade hub.”

“And having a spouse is a further sign of stability,” Aldric added. “Being married shows that you’re...settled and responsible.”

“I am responsible.” Darragh’s voice dropped dangerously low. “I’ve kept this country safe and prosperous for five years.”

“We know that.” Helena’s expression softened slightly. “But appearances matter, especially with the other kingdoms. Especially with the World Council representatives who will be here for two full weeks.”

Two weeks. Darragh scratched his chin. He’d forgotten that little detail. The summit wasn’t just a quick meeting where he could fake being polite and responsible. It was an extended diplomatic event with banquets, receptions, and all the other nonsense he barely tolerated.

He walked back to his desk and slumped into his chair. “You want me to get married and be settled with a new spouse all within six months.”

“We want you to try,” Aldric said. “That’s all.”

“In case you forgot, I did try. Two years ago, for six long months, remember? I traveled to five different countries and met seventy-three eligible women.” The exact number was burned into his brain. “Every single one of them was more interested in my crown than my personality.”

“Perhaps your standards are too high,” Helena suggested.

“My only standard was that the person I wed would be someone I could actually talk to.” Darragh picked up his pen and tapped it against the desk. “I want someone who will tell me when I’m being an idiot. A person who has their own opinions and isn’t afraid to share them.”

“That’s not unreasonable,” Thomas said.

“It is when you’re a king,” Marvin muttered.

“Then I’ll stay single.” Darragh went back to his documents. “Problem solved.”

“Your Majesty...”

“I’m done discussing this.” He didn’t look up. “We’ll host the summit, and I’ll be perfectly charming to all our guests, and if anyone has a problem with me being unmarried, they can take it up with my nephew. He’s my heir, even if he does live in another country, but they can go and bother him there. My succession is secure. What more do you want?”

The silence stretched long enough that Darragh finally had to look up. His advisers hadn’t all tiptoed out of the door in silence as he’d hoped. No. All four advisers were staring at him with identical expressions of determination.

“Oh, hell. You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“What if,” Aldric said carefully, “we limited the search to Safe Harbor?”

Are they up to something? “What do you mean?”

“You complained that foreign women didn’t understand you,” Helena said. “That they were too concerned with protocol and propriety. What if we looked within our own society families?”

Darragh set down his pen. “You want me to trawl our own nobility for a spouse?”

“Not trawl.” Marvin looked offended. “We could issue a formal call for candidates. From good families, who are properly educated, and familiar with our culture and values.”

“People who already know what Safe Harbor is like,” Thomas added. “Who wouldn’t be shocked by your...hands-on approach to governance.”

“My hands-on approach.” Darragh couldn’t help the smile tugging at his mouth. “That’s a polite way of saying they won’t faint when they find me in the shipyards covered in sawdust.”

“Precisely.” Aldric leaned forward, sensing an opening. “Someone from here would understand that Safe Harbor’s king needs to be among his people. They’d expect it. Appreciate it, even.”

Darragh turned the idea over in his mind. It wasn’t completely terrible. At least people from Safe Harbor knew what they were getting into. They wouldn’t expect him to suddenly become some refined, distant monarch who ruled from a throne and never got his hands dirty.

“If I agree to this - if...” He held up a hand as all four advisers started to smile. “I’m still not marrying someone who bores me. I don’t care how good their family is or how perfect their manners are. If they can’t hold a conversation, if they just agree with everything I say, if they’re only interested in the crown, then it’s no deal.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Aldric was practically vibrating with excitement.

“And I’m not going through some ridiculous courtship ritual.” Darragh stood again, needing to move. “I don’t have time for elaborate dances and formal dinners and whatever other nonsense you’re probably planning.”

“We could arrange informal meetings,” Helena suggested. “Perhaps at the castle, but in a casual setting. Your study or the library. After the interview process, of course.”

“The courtyard even,” Thomas offered. “It’s pleasant in the afternoons.”

“Fine.” Darragh rubbed the back of his neck. “But I want it made clear - absolutely clear - that I’m looking for someone honest. Someone real. Not some polished noble who’s going to simper and curtsy and tell me what they think I want to hear.”

“We’ll include that in the announcement,” Marvin said quickly. “We’ll emphasize that you value honesty and genuine connection.”

“And intelligence.” Darragh pointed at Aldric. “I want someone smart. Someone who can keep up with conversations about trade agreements, shipbuilding, and politics. Not just someone who looks good at parties.”

“Intelligence, honesty, interesting personality.” Aldric was making notes. “Anything else?”

“Someone who won’t bore me,” Darragh repeated. “That’s the most important part. I can handle a lot of things, but I cannot handle being bored for the rest of my life.”

“I’d break the poor girl,” he added, more to himself than them. “Imagine six months of some delicate noble woman trying to change me, trying to make me more refined - I’d drive her crazy inside a week.”

“Perhaps it wouldn’t be a woman,” Helena said quietly.

The room went very still. Darragh turned to look at her, one eyebrow raised.

“The succession is secure,” she continued, meeting his gaze steadily. “Your nephew is your heir, and the laws are satisfied. And quite frankly, Your Majesty, you’ve never shown much interest in women beyond friendship.”

“Helena?” It wasn’t that Darragh was against the idea, but he needed to know why his advisers thought it was a good idea in the first place. 

“I’m simply stating facts.” She lifted her chin. “If we’re truly looking for someone who won’t bore you, someone you could actually build a partnership with, perhaps we shouldn’t limit ourselves to half the single population.”

Darragh stared at her. Then, at the other three advisers, who were suddenly very interested in the floor, the ceiling, in other words, anywhere but at him.

“You’ve already discussed this,” he said flatly.

“We’ve...considered all options,” Aldric admitted.

“And you think I’d be better matched with a man.”

“We think you’d be better matched with someone who shares your interests,” Marvin corrected. “Someone who can talk about ships and trade. Someone who isn’t expecting a traditional royal marriage.”

“Someone who can handle your personality,” Thomas added, then he winced. “I think that came out wrong.”

“No, it didn’t.” Darragh surprised himself by laughing. “Actually, you’re right. I’d probably be a terrible husband to some proper noble lady. She’d spend her whole life trying to get me to act more kingly, and I’d spend mine making her miserable by refusing.”

He walked back to the window, watching the ships in the harbor. One was being guided into dock by the harbor master’s crew. It always fascinated him how those people always made the act look so easy. 

“Fine,” he said. “Put out your call. Any eligible candidates from society families. I’ll meet them, talk to them, see if anyone can hold a conversation without boring me to tears.”

“Your Majesty...”

“But if this is another disaster like the last time, I’m never having this conversation again.” Darragh turned back to face them. “You get one more shot at this. Find me someone who won’t bore me, someone who can be honest, someone who isn’t going to expect me to be someone I’m not. If you can’t do that in the next couple of months - because I’m not dealing with wedding business and the planning for the summit at the same time - then we host the summit with me as a bachelor king, and everyone can think whatever they want about it.”

“We’ll find someone,” Aldric promised.

“You’d better.” Darragh sat back down and picked up his pen. “Now get out. I have actual work to do.”

The advisers filed out, and Darragh tried to focus on the trade agreement in front of him. But the words kept blurring together, his mind wandering to the impossible task he’d just agreed to.

Mere months to find someone who wouldn’t bore him - two at most. Requiring that same person to be honest, who could hold an actual conversation, and who was intelligent enough to keep up with all he did in a day? A person who didn’t exist in other words. 

Sighing, Darragh forced himself to focus on what he did know how to do. It’s not that he didn’t understand what his advisers were saying. It was King Mintyn of Marinkaw’s wedding to his delightful Syrus that set him off on the great marriage quest in the first place. Mintyn married a male, too, Darragh thought, and no one had ever seen that coming, but the two men were very happy. 

You clearly got the last good one left, Mintyn. Darragh sighed again. Deep down, he already knew how his adviser’s efforts would go. In six months, he’d host the World Council summit as a bachelor king, just like he’d planned all along. At least this time, he wouldn’t have to leave Safe Harbor to be disappointed. He could do that in the comfort of his own home. 
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Chapter Two
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“Hold it steady!”

Finn braced his shoulder against the beam, muscles straining as old Mrs. Weatherby’s roof creaked ominously overhead. Sweat dripped down his back despite the cold air, and he was pretty sure he had splinters in places where splinters had no business being.

“Got it!” Trent, Finn’s PA, valet, and bodyguard, hammered the last nail home, and Finn could finally ease back, rolling his shoulders.

“You know,” Trent said, climbing down the ladder, “most lords wouldn’t be caught dead doing roof repairs.”

“Most lords aren’t the fifth son of an earl with nothing better to do.” Finn wiped his hands on his trousers, already stained with dirt and wood sap. “Besides, Mrs. Weatherby makes those honey cakes.”

“I heard that!” The old woman’s voice carried from inside the cottage. “And there’ll be fresh ones waiting when you’re done, Lord Finn, don’t you worry.”

Trent grinned. “See? That’s why you’re everyone’s favorite.”

“I’m everyone’s favorite because I’m useful and they know it.” Finn surveyed their work. The new beam would hold through winter, and they’d replaced the worst of the damaged shingles. “Unlike my brothers, who spend all their time at court learning how to bow properly.”

“Speaking of court.” Trent leaned against the ladder, eyes gleaming with a look that meant he had gossip to share. “Did you hear about the king’s marriage search?”

“It’s hard not to. It’s all anyone’s talking about.” Finn gathered their tools. “Although I don’t know why everyone’s so excited. The poor bastard probably just wants to be left alone. I’m sure it’s his advisers that put him up to it.”

“Lady Helena confirmed it yesterday at the market. They’re looking for candidates from society families right here in Safe Harbor.” Trent waggled his eyebrows. “Eligible men or women.”

“Well, that’ll certainly make things interesting.” Finn handed him the hammer. “Though I feel sorry for whoever ends up married to King Darragh. Can you imagine it? The man builds ships with his own hands and curses like a sailor. What kind of proper spouse could handle that?”

“You could.”

Finn laughed so hard he nearly dropped the toolbox. “Me? I’d be a disaster. I’ve never spent more than a day at court in my life. I’d probably tell some visiting dignitary their hat looked stupid and start a war.”

“You’re honest and hardworking...”

“I’m also so low-ranked on the society rankings I barely count, and I have none of the skills necessary for ruling anything larger than a vegetable garden.” Finn shook his head. “Besides, can you see me helping host that big World Council summit thing? I’d probably say something rude to half the visiting royals within an hour. ‘Oh, your kingdom is very nice, shame about your face.’”

Trent snorted. “You wouldn’t say that.”

“I’d be thinking it, and that’s just as bad. That’s why I’m down here fixing roofs instead of up at court making important decisions.” Finn grabbed the toolbox. “Come on, those honey cakes are calling my name.”

They’d just finished washing up at the pump when Finn spotted a familiar figure riding up the path. His oldest brother sat tall in the saddle, looking every inch the future earl in his fine clothes and perfectly groomed appearance.

Oh no. What does he want?

“Finn.” Jericho dismounted smoothly. “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere.”

“I was on a roof. Where I usually am.” Finn eyed him suspiciously. “What do you want?”

“Can’t a brother simply visit?”

“Not when he’s wearing his court smile.” Finn crossed his arms. “What did you do?”

Jericho’s smile widened. “Well, seeing as you asked so nicely, I submitted your name to the council. For the king’s spouse selection.”

The world tilted sideways.

“You did what?”

“I put your name forward as a candidate. They’re reviewing applications now, and I expect you’ll receive a summons within the week.”

Finn stared at him. Behind him, Trent made a strangled sound that might have been laughter.

“Have you lost your mind?” Finn found his voice, though it came out higher than normal. “Jericho, I’m not... I can’t... Do you have any idea how terrible an idea this is?”

“Actually, I think it’s brilliant.”

“I’ll be banished from Safe Harbor within a week!”

“You’ll be perfect.” Jericho leaned against his horse, completely unbothered by Finn’s panic. “The king is looking for honesty and someone who won’t bore him. Having a solid work ethic would be helpful, and most of all, a person who is not afraid to be themselves.”

“They also need someone who knows how to behave in court, someone with actual credentials.” Finn gestured wildly at himself. “I’m covered in wood shavings and roof tar, and for me that’s a normal day.”

“The king builds ships, Finn. He’d probably approve.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“It’s a little funny.” Jericho’s expression softened slightly. “Look, just go meet him. Talk to him. If it doesn’t work out, you come home, and life continues as normal.”

“When I come home,” Finn corrected. “Not if. When. Because there’s no possible universe where King Darragh looks at me and thinks ‘yes, this is the person I want representing Safe Harbor to the entire World Council.’”

“You might surprise yourself.”

“I might insult the king and end up in prison. You’d better make sure you’ve got the right contacts to get me out.” Finn ran both hands through his hair, dislodging bits of wood. “Actually, you know what? Fine. I’ll go. I’ll be completely honest about how unsuitable I am, he’ll dismiss me immediately, and then I can come home, and you can feel appropriately guilty about wasting everyone’s time.”

“If you say so.” Jericho’s smile hadn’t dimmed one bit, which was annoying and slightly concerning.

“I do say so. In fact, I’ll make sure I’m extra honest. I’ll tell him exactly how terrible I’d be at all the royal duties. The summit hosting, the diplomatic dinners, all of it.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Why are you being so calm about this?” Finn demanded. “Why aren’t you trying to convince me to actually try?”

Jericho swung back into his saddle. “Because I know you, little brother. You’ll go in there planning to fail, but you’ll still be yourself. And yourself is exactly what the king is looking for, whether you believe it or not.”

“You’re insane for even submitting the application in the first place.”

“Probably, but you’ll go anyway, so thank you for that. Mother wants you at dinner tonight, by the way. She’s very excited about the news.”

“You told Mother?”

“Of course I told Mother. Who do you think helped me write the application?” Jericho gathered his reins. “Wear something nice. Try to get the wood shavings out of your hair.”

He rode off before Finn could throw something at him.

“Well,” Trent said into the silence. “That was unexpected.”

“That was a nightmare.” Finn slumped against the cottage wall. “I’m going to meet the king. I’m actually going to meet King Darragh, and I’m going to make a complete fool of myself, and then I’ll come home in disgrace.”

“Or you could try to make a good impression.”

“Why? So I can end up married to a man who’ll realize within a week that I’m completely unsuitable for royal life?” Finn shook his head. “No, it’s better this way. I’ll go, I’ll be honest about my shortcomings, and we’ll both be spared a lot of trouble down the road.”

Mrs. Weatherby appeared in the doorway, holding a plate of honey cakes that smelled like heaven. “Did I hear correctly? You’re going to meet the king?”

“Apparently, my brother has a twisted sense of humor.”

“Oh, how wonderful!” She beamed at him. “You’ll be perfect for His Majesty, dear. You’re such a good boy, always helping everyone.”

“That’s very kind, Mrs. Weatherby, but...”

“And you’re honest, which is so important in a marriage. My Harold, bless his soul, was always honest with me. Even when I didn’t want to hear it.” She pressed the plate into his hands. “You’ll do wonderfully, I’m sure of it.”

Finn accepted the cakes because arguing with Mrs. Weatherby was impossible. “Thank you. These look delicious.”

“You’ll tell the king I said hello, won’t you? I met his father once, lovely man.”

“I...yes, of course.”

Trent waited until they were out of earshot before bursting into laughter. “You’re doomed.”

“I’m aware.” Finn bit into a honey cake, the sweetness doing nothing to ease the knot in his stomach. “Everyone’s going to expect me to actually try. To make an effort.”

“You could, you know. Make an effort.”

“And then what? Actually succeed?” Finn shook his head. “Trent, I’ve seen the king from a distance at festivals. He’s...he’s King Darragh. Loud, confident, completely comfortable in his own skin. What could I possibly offer someone like that?”

“Apparently, your brother thinks you have plenty to offer.”

“My brother is delusional.” Finn finished the cake and reached for another. “The king wants someone who won’t bore him. I’ll bore him to tears within the first five minutes.”

“By talking about roof repairs?”

“By being completely honest about how unqualified I am for any of this.” Finn gestured broadly. “I don’t know court politics. I don’t know how to host fancy dinners. I definitely don’t know how to help organize something as massive as the World Council summit. Can you imagine me trying to make small talk with King Mintyn of Marinkaw? ‘Oh yes, Your Majesty, lovely weather we’re having. Did you know Mrs. Weatherby’s roof was leaking?’”

Trent snorted. “You’re catastrophizing.”

“I’m being realistic.” Finn sighed. “Look, I’ll go. I’ll meet him. I’ll be polite and honest, and then I’ll come home, and everything will go back to normal. Jericho will owe me for the rest of his life, which is some consolation, but that’s it.”

“If you say so.”

“I do say so.” Finn brushed crumbs off his shirt. “Now come on, we still have to check the Hendersons’ fence before dinner, and apparently, I need to make myself presentable enough for Mother instead of having a bite to eat at the pub tonight, which was my intention.”

They walked back through the village, and Finn tried not to think about the fact that his life had just gotten infinitely more complicated. No, it’s not. It’s simple. Meet the king, speak my piece, and that will be the end of it. Please let that be the end of it. 

Just thinking about trying to navigate court life made Finn worry he might break out in hives. 
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Chapter Three
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“Your Majesty is so wise to consider the economic implications of the harbor expansions.”

Darragh resisted the urge to bang his head against the ornate armrest of his throne. Lord Marcus - or was it Martin? - smiled at him with what was probably meant to be an admiring expression, but looked more like he’d eaten something that disagreed with him.

“The harbor expansions were finished three years ago,” Darragh said.

“Oh.” Lord Marcus-Martin blinked. “Well, yes, of course. I meant the...the ongoing maintenance of those expansions, which is equally wise. Very forward-thinking.”

Kill me now.

“Thank you for your time, Lord Marcus.” Darragh stood, which was the signal that the interview was over.

“Martin, Your Majesty.” The man bowed deeply. “And may I say what an honor...”

“Noted.” Darragh gestured to the guards, who smoothly ushered Lord Martin out.

The doors closed behind him, and Darragh turned to where three of his advisers sat at a small table to the side of the throne room. Helena looked pleased. Aldric was taking notes. Thomas was nodding thoughtfully.

“Well?” Darragh crossed his arms. “That was number what? Fifteen?”

“Twelve, Your Majesty.” Aldric consulted his ledger. “Lord Martin is quite well-connected. His family has ties to...”

“His family could be related to the gods themselves, and it wouldn’t matter. The man doesn’t know the difference between current events and ancient history.”

“He was nervous,” Helena said. “Meeting you can be intimidating.”

“I wasn’t intimidating. I asked him basic questions about Safe Harbor.” Darragh paced in front of the throne. “He couldn’t answer a single one without stumbling over his words and trying to guess what I wanted to hear.”

“He showed proper deference...”

“He showed that he’d memorized a list of compliments and had no idea how to have an actual conversation.” Darragh stopped pacing. “Next.”

Thomas cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, perhaps we could take a short break...”

“No. Let’s get through these. The sooner we finish, the sooner I can tell you all that I told you so.”

The next candidate was worse. Lady - and yes, despite his advisers’ assurances that they weren’t limiting the search to men, somehow the candidates were split evenly - Catherine spent the entire interview complimenting everything from Darragh’s hair to his choice of throne cushions.

“Such excellent taste in furnishings, Your Majesty. The blue really brings out your eyes.”

“These cushions were here when my father was king.”

“Then your family has always had impeccable taste.”

Darragh counted to ten in his head. Then twenty. “Lady Catherine, what do you think is the biggest challenge facing Safe Harbor right now?”

She blinked at him, those long lashes fluttering in what was probably meant to be attractive. “Oh, well, I’m sure whatever Your Majesty thinks is the biggest challenge is absolutely correct.”

“I’m asking for your opinion.”

“Well...” She twisted her hands together. “I suppose...making sure Your Majesty is happy? A happy king makes for a happy kingdom.”

I’m going to abdicate and move to a farm.

The interview after that featured Lord Phillip, who spent twenty minutes explaining how his family’s political connections could benefit Darragh’s rule, as if Darragh were some minor noble scrambling for influence rather than the actual king.

Lady Sarah, after him, discussed fashion trends in other kingdoms for fifteen minutes before Darragh interrupted to ask if she had any questions for him.

“Oh!” She looked startled. “I...no, Your Majesty. I wouldn’t presume.”

“Presume away.”

“Well...what’s your favorite color?”

Darragh stared at her. “My favorite color?”

“Yes. I think it’s important for couples to know these things about each other.”

He’d sent her away without answering and ignored Aldric’s pointed look about being rude.

Lord Baltic was obsessed with protocol. He spent far more than the time allocated discussing proper forms of address, seating arrangements at state dinners, and the appropriate depth of bows for various ranks of nobility.

“And of course, as your consort, I would ensure that every detail of court life adhered to the strictest standards...”

“Court life in Safe Harbor isn’t particularly strict,” Darragh interrupted.

“Yes, well.” Lord Baltic sniffed. “That could certainly be...refined. With the World Council summit approaching, it would be an excellent opportunity to demonstrate Safe Harbor’s sophistication.”

“Safe Harbor is plenty sophisticated.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I simply meant that there’s always room for improvement. For instance, the tradition of the king personally greeting merchants at the harbor could be...reconsidered. Delegated to appropriate officials, perhaps.”

“That tradition stays.” Darragh’s voice went flat. “Anything else you’d like to reconsider about how I run my kingdom?”

Lord Baltic had the grace to look nervous. “I...no, Your Majesty. I apologize if I overstepped.”

“You did.”

The man was ushered out, and Darragh dropped back onto his throne with more force than necessary.

“He made some valid points,” Thomas ventured.

“He made some points,” Darragh corrected. “Valid is debatable. Who’s next?”

The parade continued. Each candidate was more polished than the last. Each one saying exactly what they thought Darragh wanted to hear. Each one boring him to tears.

Lady Miranda gushed about how handsome he was.

Lord Geoffrey outlined a detailed plan for social reforms that were either already implemented or completely impractical.

Lady Anne spoke so softly that Darragh had to lean forward to hear her, and when he asked her to speak up, she’d nearly fainted from embarrassment.

Lord Christopher brought a list. An actual written list of his qualifications, which he read aloud like a student reciting a prepared speech.

“Your Majesty, this is going well,” Helena said during a brief break while the next candidate was brought up from the waiting room. “These are quality individuals from respected families.”

“These are people who have no idea how to be themselves.” Darragh accepted a glass of water from a servant. “They’re performing. Every single one of them.”

“They’re trying to make a good impression,” Thomas said.

“They’re trying to be what they think I want.” Darragh drained the glass. “Not one of them has said anything honest or interesting or remotely genuine.”

“Perhaps your expectations are too high.”

“My expectations are that someone can have a real conversation with me.” Darragh set the glass down harder than intended. “Is that really too much to ask?”

Aldric consulted his ledger. “We have three more candidates today, Your Majesty. Perhaps one of them...”

“Will be exactly like the others.” Darragh slumped in his throne, aware he probably looked like a petulant child and past the point of caring. “Fine. Bring in the next one.”

Lord Benedict was obsessed with lineage. He traced his family tree back seven generations and seemed to expect Darragh to be impressed that his great-great-great-grandmother had once met a visiting prince. I’m a freaking king!

Lady Marilyn wanted to discuss literature. Which would have been fine, except she only wanted to discuss romantic poetry, and she kept looking at Darragh with an expression that suggested she was imagining him as the hero of one of her novels. I’d disappoint her in less than an hour. Darragh didn’t have a romantic bone in his body. 

Lord Nathan was...actually, Darragh wasn’t sure what Lord Nathan was about, because the man agreed with everything Darragh said before he even finished saying it.

“I think the weather...”

“Is absolutely perfect, Your Majesty, I completely agree.”

“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

“Nevertheless, I’m certain you’re correct.”

Darragh had ended that interview within five minutes.

“Your Majesty.” Helena stood, smoothing her skirts. “I understand your frustration, but you must admit these candidates are well-qualified...”

“For what? Being decorative?” Darragh shook his head. “Not one of them has challenged me on anything. No one has offered an opinion that differed from mine. They’re all so busy trying to be perfect that they’ve forgotten to be people.”

“Perhaps that will change,” Thomas said. “We have one more candidate today.”

“Let me guess. Another lord or lady who will compliment my hair and agree with everything I say?”

Aldric checked his notes. “Lord Finn, fifth son of the Earl of Winrone.”

“Fifth son?” Darragh raised an eyebrow. “That’s...unusual. Most of these candidates have been first or second children.”

“Yes, well.” Aldric cleared his throat. “His brother submitted the application. According to the file, Lord Finn himself was...reluctant to be considered.”

“Reluctant.” For the first time all day, Darragh felt a spark of interest. “How reluctant?”

“The notes say he believes himself completely unsuitable for royal life.” Helena read from her own papers. “He has no court experience, a limited knowledge of politics, and spent most of his adult life working with his hands rather than attending society functions.”

“He works with his hands?” Darragh sat up straighter. “Doing what?”

“General repairs, apparently. Helping tenants with various projects around the Winrone estate.” Aldric looked disapproving. “Quite unusual for someone of his rank.”

“Quite unusual for someone of his rank to be honest about his limitations, you mean.” Darragh felt the first real smile of the day cross his face. “All right. I’ll see him.”

“Your Majesty, perhaps we should review his file more thoroughly...”

“You said he thinks he’s unsuitable. That already makes him more self-aware than anyone I’ve met today.” Darragh gestured toward the door. “Bring him in. Let’s see if reluctance translates to honesty.”

Thomas and Helena exchanged glances, but Aldric nodded to the guards.

The doors opened.

Darragh leaned forward, curious despite himself. After numerous candidates who’d all blurred together into one mass of compliments and careful political maneuvering, someone who didn’t want to be here might actually be interesting.

Please, he thought. Please let this one be different.
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Chapter Four
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The throne room was bigger than Finn expected. Not that he’d ever been in a throne room before, but still. The ceiling stretched up at least three stories, the walls were lined with expensive tapestries and the actual throne sat on a raised platform making the whole thing feel like a stage production.

Finn tugged at his collar. Jericho had insisted he wear formal attire, which meant Finn currently felt like a trussed chicken in clothing that fit perfectly but still somehow felt wrong. He was used to shirt sleeves and work trousers, not whatever his stiff jacket situation was.

Three advisers sat at a table to the left of the throne. Two men and a woman, all looking at him with varying degrees of skepticism. Fair enough. Finn was skeptical about the whole thing, too.

And on the throne itself...

Oh. Damn. The king is one fine-looking man close up. 

King Darragh was bigger in person than Finn had imagined. Not taller - although Finn couldn’t judge height when the man was sitting - but broader. His shoulders filled out his formal jacket, suggesting actual physical work rather than just tailoring. His blond hair fell to his shoulders in waves that looked like they’d be soft to touch, and his face was tanned and weathered in a way that reminded Finn of the sailors who worked the docks at Winrone.

He also looked bored out of his mind. At least until his eyes met Finn’s. Then something shifted in his expression. Interest, maybe. Or possibly just curiosity about who the hell had walked into his throne room.

Finn executed what he hoped was an acceptable bow. Jericho had made him practice for two hours, but Finn had never been particularly graceful.

“Lord Finn.” One of the advisers - the older woman – greeted him. “Thank you for coming. I’m Helena, this is Thomas, and Aldric. We’re three members of His Majesty’s council.”

“Right.” Finn straightened. “Nice to meet you. And you, Your Majesty.”

King Darragh’s mouth twitched. “You can call me Darragh. This is an informal interview.”

“Informal.” Finn glanced at the throne, the advisers, and the guards by the door. “Sure. It’s a very casual atmosphere you have here.”

The king actually smiled at that. “This interview will be more informal than the last dozen, anyway. Please, sit.”

A servant appeared with a chair, positioning it in front of the throne platform. Finn perched on the edge of it and then sat back, resisting the urge to fidget. The king was still watching him with an intent expression, as if he couldn’t quite work out what, or who, he was looking at. Clearly, I’m an anomaly, and I already knew that. 

“Your brother submitted your application,” Helena said, consulting her notes. “But you weren’t aware of it initially?”

“I found out when he showed up at the Weatherby cottage while I was fixing a roof.” Finn decided if he was going to crash and burn here, he might as well be honest about it. “I told him he was insane and I’d make a terrible king consort.”

“Yet you’re here,” Thomas said.

“Jericho can be persistent, and he is family, and that counts for something. Also, I figured I’d come, have this conversation, and then go home knowing I gave it a shot.” Finn met the king’s eyes. “No offense, Your Majesty - Darragh - but I’m really not what you’re looking for, and I’m sure you know that, too.”

“Why not?” Darragh leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The formal posture that had been in place when Finn first entered had completely disappeared. “Tell me why you think you’re unsuitable.”

“How much time do you have?”

Darragh grinned. “As much as you need.”

“All right.” Finn counted on his fingers. “I’ve never been to court. I don’t know proper etiquette beyond basic manners. I can’t dance - well, I can dance, but not the formal kind. I know nothing about politics or diplomacy or whatever it is kings and consorts are supposed to do. I’m better with a hammer than a pen. 
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