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Marya

Her mother used to tell her she could do anything she dreamed of doing. What her mother had meant was that she could marry any man she wanted to and be whatever type of wife he needed her to be.

At least, that is what she was coming to realize as she sat in her first council meeting after her parents’ death. Her mother and father had only passed a few hours ago, and Marya Sova and her brother Ivan had been dragged into a meeting with their father’s political advisers. Well, Ivan had been dragged in. Marya had insisted on being included, much to the annoyance of her father’s councilors—No, Ivan’s councilors now. 

She had only been in the council chambers occasionally. Her father had let her accompany him for much of his work, but he had drawn the line at attending council meetings. Even Ivan had been excluded from most meetings. At eight and twenty, her brother had been old enough to have trained with their father. Showing no inclination towards politics, her father had not forced the issue. Now it was too late. 

Marya took in the room around her. It was stuffy and warm, and she had expected it to be grander. As far as kings went, her father’s tastes had been simple. At least, she imagined so, having visited no other kingdoms before. They sat around a large oak table. Ivan sat in the center of the long end, with Marya to his right. On his left sat Uncle Tavar, her father’s chief adviser. Opposite them sat eight other men, all graying, and all shooting annoyed looks in her direction. It was as if her very presence offended them.

Marya ignored them. She held her head high and tried to listen to what everyone said.  Processing what was going on was difficult when she wished to throw herself down on her bed and cry or run through the forest as fast as she could until she could no longer think. She needed to pay attention if she wanted to help Ivan keep their kingdom running. 

She watched her brother closely. She had chosen the seat beside him to make a point, but it was difficult to make out his expression from that angle. He had run his hands through his short, deep-brown hair repeatedly until it stood on end. His wide-eyed expression was akin to an owl confronted with the bright light of day. Throughout the meeting, he blinked rapidly in a dazed sort of manner, as if he could not believe what they said. Marya wondered if the other men had noticed the comparison, with the large tapestry of their family’s crest, a snowy owl behind him.

The owl tapestry was one of the few decorations adorning the stone walls, lending credence to Marya’s theory about her father’s simple tastes. 

An awkward silence descended on the room. Marya had missed what Tavar had said. She had been about to ask when finally, Ivan spoke. “I need more time,” he begged.

“Unfortunately, we do not have more time,” Tavar responded. “Our island would be an asset to any kingdom. Our trading partners are envious of us. Our copper deposits are valuable. We have very profitable trade deals with all the neighboring kingdoms for our copper. Avoiding the trading costs and gaining direct access to our mines would be advantageous to any kingdom—Not to mention how popular our winterberry crop has been in Wendyl. We also grow and sell a plethora of root vegetables, especially to Azria.”

“But none of that has changed,” Marya said. “Father and I talked at length about our trade deals with other kingdoms. They were more than fair for all involved. Why should that change just because Ivan is the new king?” 

“I will never understand why your father saw fit to teach you about our foreign relations. But if you must know, I suspect that the other kingdoms maintained peace with us because our small island kingdom was not worth the fight. Your father commanded a strong naval force to protect the kingdom. If we show any sign of weakness, other kingdoms may see it as an easy opportunity to annex a prosperous island as part of their kingdom.” 

Marya thought this through. Their small kingdom was an island situated between two large continents—Dudaimash to their west and Torraellium to their east. They had always had amicable trade agreements with the nearby kingdoms of Azria, Wendyl, and Southshore on the surrounding continents. She did not understand why the kingdoms would suddenly make war over trade agreements.

“Would they try to invade now, just because Father is gone?” Marya asked. 

“The King of Wendyl is the only remaining full blooded fae on our continent. They do not call him ‘The Warrior King’ for nothing. When the Fae Gates first closed, with him in the human realm instead of the fae realm, he terrified a group of bandits into serving him and used them to conquer all the land that he now calls his kingdom,” Tavar explained. “He still commands a powerful army.  It’s true much time has passed since the days of his glorious conquest, but our tiny kingdom might look like an easy enough target to release the warrior once more.”

Marya rolled her eyes. “King Nasir may command a great army, but his navy is no match for ours.”

She noticed a very mixed reaction to her knowledge of foreign policy. Most of the councilors looked annoyed with her for even considering offering her opinions. Ivan, however, relaxed, knowing she had things in hand. Uncle Tavar’s reaction was the hardest to comprehend. He looked at her, almost wistfully. Marya wondered if he was thinking of her father, his step-brother and close companion, when he heard her talk. She resembled him physically, with her dark hair and brows. She would be proud to be like him in other ways too.

“Young Lady,” a councilor, an older man with white hair and a close-cropped beard, addressed her. “While your father may have taught you a thing or two about our neighbors, I hardly think you are qualified to say what their intentions are or are not regarding our kingdom.”

Marya balled her hands into fists, suddenly glad for the heavy table between them. 

“Besides,” the white-haired councilor continued in his condescending tone, “You are forgetting about Azria. Their desert kingdom is practically barren. They get the majority of their food crops from surrounding kingdoms. It is very costly to import so much with very little to export in return. Cutting out the middleman from some of their trades would be a smart move for them.”

“Yes,” Tavar agreed. “Lord Digby is correct. Azria is likely the biggest threat. They are a very private kingdom, and we know little about their king, but their kingdom has always been jealous of their more prosperous neighbors.”

Marya was unsure what to think. It seemed audacious that these kings would jump to take over their small island, just because of a change in ruler. Could Selmy really be that valuable an asset? Uncle Tavar had been their father’s most trusted advisor. If father had trusted him so wholeheartedly, she would have to put her faith in him. If he said it was so, she would have to believe it.

Ivan did not have a strong enough personality for the job. He wasn’t inspiring the way her father had been. He knew nothing about commanding Father’s naval fleet, or even the day to day running of the kingdom. And it meant they were doomed.

“Surely, we have just a little more time.” Ivan raked his messy brown hair back from his forehead yet again. She could see the panic returning to his eyes. 

“Your coronation will be in three days’ time. Your parents let you grow soft, spending all your time reading and studying. I sure hope you read some books on foreign policy, and how to run a kingdom. I will not stand by and watch this kingdom fall apart.” Marya had rarely heard Uncle Tavar so passionate. However, she had never seen him in a council meeting before. No one else seemed surprised, and the other councilors nodded in agreement. 

Tavar was right about Ivan, but he did not need to be so harsh. Everyone knew Ivan would be no comparison to her father, but to call him out for it so publicly. Tavar and the others would just have to find ways to help him. He would figure it after some time—she hoped.

It was unfair that she had been born female. She may not know everything her father had, but she knew more than Ivan. And she would be eager to learn, unlike Ivan, who had no interest. So what if she was a woman? Why couldn’t she be in charge?  

“I’ll do it!” Marya spoke up at last.

“You’ll do what?” Tavar asked.

“I’ll rule the kingdom. I’m eldest, and I have paid attention to what father does—did.” she corrected herself, swallowing down the lump that formed in her throat. 

“You know that cannot happen,” Lord Digby spoke up. Lord Digby was getting on her nerves. He was a stubborn old man who had been on the king’s council long before her father was king. 

“And why not?” she asked. “There are kingdoms with female rulers.”

“Not Selmy,” Lord Digby responded.

“Well then, let us do it together. Ivan can be the king in name, but I will assist him.” Honestly, she was not sure she wanted to be queen, anyway. She just wanted to make sure the job was done right, and she really would enjoy helping him. It could give her a sense of purpose. There was very little for a princess to do in a kingdom, and Marya was used to making the decisions among her siblings. Why should running the kingdom be any different?

“I spent the last several years watching and learning from Father,” she explained. “I know how to do it all. And I’ve spent more time out in the city than anyone. I’ve even toured the countryside with father, checking in with farmers and winemakers and artisans. I know what our people need. Put me on the council, at least. I can teach Ivan.” Marya had loved her trips into the city of Oolaiah and the surrounding countryside with her father. She never understood why Ivan didn’t want to go with them.

“No, Marya,” Ivan spoke up. He looked at her, his emerald green eyes meeting her identical ones in a firm stare. “That will never work because you will need to marry and move to your own household. You will be too busy with your obligations as a wife.”

“What?” Marya asked, her voice coming out in a shrill whine that she had not meant to use. It was the last thing she had expected him to say!  Ivan had never cared for those things before. “I think we have more important things to worry about than finding me a husband.”

“No. It is important. You cannot stay here and fix all my problems. If we do not hurry, you will be too old. And once we’ve found you a husband, we can find suitable matches for Olga and Anna.”

“Ivan, where is this coming from?” she asked. He knew she had no interest in marriage. Oola only knew it would be easy to find her a suitable husband if she wanted one. There was plenty of money for her dowry. And marrying into the royal family was an honor that any of Selmy’s nobility would have sought after, even the surrounding kingdoms’ nobility as well. She was sure.

While she would never be one of the genuine beauties that had men swooning as they walked by, she knew she was attractive. Like all her siblings, she had inherited her mother’s high cheekbones and green eyes. And she had her father’s thick brown locks, so dark as to be almost black, just like Ivan. If she had wanted a husband, she would have had one already. Surely Ivan understood that. What was he playing at?

“Your brother is right, Marya,” Tavar commented. “It’s the first decent idea he has had. We could use it to our advantage, to strengthen our political ties with the other kingdoms. If we had powerful allies, it wouldn’t matter as much if we didn’t have a powerful ruler ourselves. Perhaps we could find alliances with all three of you, lovely ladies.”

Ivan winced. She could tell how he felt. She felt embarrassed for both of them. It was common knowledge that he was not keen to rule, but it was another thing for Uncle Tavar to call him out about his lack of ideas in a council meeting. Her uncle acted like she and her sisters were just some bargaining chips to secure friends and ward off enemies.

“Do we have time to invite emissaries from other kingdoms to the coronation?” chimed in another councilor, whose name Marya could not remember. Probably another Digby. The Digby family was essential to the kingdom. They made up a vast majority of the courtiers with whom she was acquainted. “We will begin looking for a proper husband at the coronation ball.”

“Wait! Who said I want to marry at all?” she spat.

“Of course, you want to be married,” replied the first, older Lord Digby. “All young ladies want to find a husband.”

Marya almost groaned out loud. He would think that. The Digbys were famous for their prolific lineage. He had something like seventeen grandchildren. Marya took a deep breath, trying to prevent herself from causing a scene. Heat crept up her neck, and a familiar itching sensation inched down her legs. She wanted to scream. Or run. She needed to run. It was the only thing that would calm her down, and she needed to keep her calm if she would convince them to let her be anything more than some foreign nobleman’s wife.

“Not this young lady,” she forced out through gritted teeth. She needed to leave before she said something she would regret later. Marya stood from her chair. As calmly as she could manage, she slowly exited the room. Not one of the men in the room made any attempt to stop her. She waited until the door had closed behind her. Then she ran. 

Marya had not dressed for running. She usually ran first thing in the morning in simple dresses. She had begged her mother for something that allowed her to run without a corset. She would return from her run for a bath and change into her proper princess attire before the rest of her siblings got out of bed. It was harder to breathe in her current restrictive garment, and her fashionable slippers had no traction on the smooth marble floors. At least she had worn a skirt that flared away from her legs with hoops instead of the layers of frilly fabric that some petticoats required that that would tangle her legs. 

She slowed her pace a bit to prevent further slipping, but the moment she noticed the rougher terrain of the path under her feet, she took off like the wind. She was Otreus-Blessed. His Divine Gift of speed, let her run faster than any human should be capable of running. She loved to run, but what a useless Gift for a princess. It was not as if she needed to outrun anyone in the palace. 

Perhaps she could run away from all her suitors. She laughed at the thought, gasping a bit for breath in her tight corset.

She ran down the gravel path, through the gardens, past the greenhouses, until she reached the forest. She was still on her family’s land, and it was not a dangerous forest. The groundskeepers kept it stocked with appropriate wildlife for the pampered boys who frequented the palace to go out in for hunts. It helped them feel tough while putting no one in danger.

Marya liked the forest, too. It gave her solace without upsetting her parents. A pang of sadness again shot through her at the thought of her parents. She faltered slightly in her running, but she pushed on. 

She enjoyed the challenge of weaving between the trees and jumping over roots. She liked the way the light shone through the trees as she ran. The gentle flickering helped to calm her mind and her body. She wondered, however, what it would be like to run in a straight, smooth line somewhere open? No such place existed on the palace grounds. She would like to test how fast she could go. 

Eventually, Marya stopped, in a familiar clearing, contemplating everything that had happened since that morning. 

Her parents’ death had not been a surprise, but it still hurt knowing that her mother and father were gone. It was not the all-encompassing, heart-wrenching grief she had feared it would. It was more like a toothache, only in her soul. It did not hurt too badly unless she prodded at it. 

They had been loving parents. They trained their four children in their various responsibilities as members of the royal family but gave them the freedom to be who they wanted to be.

That was what had gotten them into this mess. Mother and Father had given Ivan leave to spend all of his time reading and studying. They allowed Marya to follow Father around in his duties. Her younger sisters seemed to fall more naturally into their roles as princesses. 

Her youngest sister, Anna, was a starry-eyed dreamer. She was everyone’s favorite—sweet and funny. She enjoyed playing tricks, but they were harmless and usually made everyone laugh. It offered the opportunity for everyone to say how cute and clever she was. She would have no problems marrying when the time came. She was probably already planning the day.

And Olga, her middle sister, well Marya was unsure what Olga liked. She was hard to read. She always did as she was told, and she tried to keep the peace between the rest of the siblings. When her turn came to find a husband, she would likely smile and accept her responsibility. No one would be any wiser as to whether or not it was what she wanted.

Why, then, was it so hard for Marya to accept her fate? She should have known it was coming. But, somehow, it had always seemed like she had some other purpose. She was not meant to be some nobleman’s wife. She was the only one with the sense to keep their kingdom afloat. Marya was used to doing everything for herself. 

How could she have been so stupid? That would never work. It just wasn’t the way of things. Being forced to marry might be a blessing. She might wed a lesser noble with a lackluster personality who would let her have control over his estate. It was possible, even, that she might marry some prince from a faraway land where a woman’s intelligence was appreciated. 

They would go on a grand adventure to reach his palace, and he would come to see her as an asset to his kingdom. She would be more than just her title, and he would make her his equal. Marya snorted. She sounded as foolish as Anna. Men like that did not exist. If she ever married, she wanted it to be her choice, not because her uncle and her brother forced her, and certainly not because they thought there was no other way she could help. 

She needed to calm down. She would need to compose herself before she returned. She would march back into the council room and rationally explain how she could help Selmy Island.

Marya lay down on the grass and closed her eyes. She knew she must look ridiculous with the hoops of her skirt pushed up allowing anyone to see her undergarments. Good thing no one else was likely to be in the forest. 

Taking deep breaths, she listened to the sounds of the surrounding forest. The leaves rustled. Birds chirped. She heard slight crunching noises of small animals scurrying about their day. Placing one hand on her chest and the other on her abdomen, she breathed in as deeply as her corset would allow.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

In and out. Slowly, she breathed, tuning out her surroundings until she could feel the itching fade. Keeping her eyes closed, Marya pushed herself up. While concentrating on her breathing, she stretched her arms, then her legs. She opened her eyes and looked around.

The chittering of the forest animals returned to her. A falcon sat on a branch, watching her. Why would a falcon be watching her? It was probably just her imagination. Though she saw nothing else for him to look at. The clearing was empty, except for the two of them. Perhaps it was a good omen. Her Gift of speed was from the god Otreus, the Falcon Prince, after all. Had he sent her a messenger to guide her?

The falcon stared at her a moment longer. Then he blinked a few times and alighted from the branch, up into the skies. What freedom! Marya imagined a world where she could go anywhere she pleased. She knew it wasn’t realistic. They all had their roles in life to fulfill. And hers, it seemed, would be to marry some stuffy nobleman. She only hoped it would be someone who would appreciate her for who she was. 

“Maaarya,” a voice interrupted her daydreaming. “Maryaaaaaa.” 

How long had she been in the forest? It could not have been that long.

“Over here,” she called.  Her two sisters popped into the clearing.

“Where have you been?” asked Olga.

“I just went for a run.”

“I don’t like to use my Gift on you, Marya,” Anna said, “But I barely need it to feel your erratic flow of emotions. I understand the sadness, but why are you angry, and confused?”

Marya replayed her conversation with Ivan and his councilors for her sisters. 

“Well, that’s not so bad,” Anna replied. “Imagine! A ball all to find you a husband! That sounds exciting. Like something out of a story.”

“But I do not want to marry anyone. And certainly not someone from another kingdom. I want to stay here, and help Ivan get settled into his role.”

“Ivan will be fine,” Anna replied. 

Olga didn’t appear convinced. As usual, she held her tongue, refusing to show any opinion of her own. 

“I am not so sure about that. You should have seen him at the council meeting. He barely said a word until his absurd proclamation about needing to find a husband for me.”

“You will make a beautiful bride,” Anne crooned. “Oh, please find a husband quickly, so I can have my turn.” She linked her arms with Marya and started back towards the palace.

“Why are you so eager to find a husband?” Olga asked, following along beside them. 

“It just seems so magical. I want to wear a beautiful dress embroidered with lilacs and a long train. And we could get married in the spring, out in the gardens.”

Marya and Olga chuckled.

“That sounds lovely, Anna. I had not thought of marriage at all,” Olga replied. “I suppose if it helps our kingdom, I will have to make a go of it, though.”

Marya almost laughed out loud. Her sisters’ thoughts on marriage were precisely as she had guessed. Aside from wanting to help Ivan, she also did not wish to leave her family. She had no memories from the time before she had her brother and sisters. Life without Anna’s infectious charm or Olga’s calming presence was unfathomable. She would even miss Ivan’s brooding.
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Ferrand

“Well, what did she see?” 

Prince Ferrand Faucon sat in a grand wooden chair in his father’s opulent office. His father, the King of Southshore, was waiting for his report. For days, his falcon familiar, Geraldine, had been flying around Selmy Castle, waiting for the death of King and Queen Sova. That morning, their time had come. 

Ferrand hesitated in answering his father. He had not wanted to spy on the family, but his father had insisted on using the telepathic link between Geri and himself to find out information on the new king. What could he tell his father? The Sovas were a family in mourning. It was none of his, or his father’s, business what they were up to. He knew his father would be pleased to hear about the new king’s apparent lack of leadership skills. 

He could not understand why his father obsessed over the tiny kingdom. They had a decent trade agreement on copper, and the kingdom did not have any other resources that Southshore needed. Southshore was already the wealthiest kingdom in Torraellium. It was a waste of time to worry about Selmy Island.

His father’s deep brown eyes stared at him from the other side of his enormous mahogany desk, waiting for a reply. With their fae heritage, his father’s age did not show. Other than the permanent scowl on his father’s face, and his short-cropped hair, Ferrand could have been looking in a mirror. They shared deep blue eyes, flawless golden-brown skin, and jet black hair. Ferrand enjoyed the feel of the wind in his shoulder length locks when he sailed his ship too much to cut it. It was just one more thing to stoke his father’s dissaproval. 

His father gestured impatiently.

“There was nothing much to see,” he said. “They are deeply grieving their losses. The king’s councilors met to discuss arrangements for his coronation ceremony. Though, I am sure you will hear of that in due time. They plan to invite the nobility from the nearby kingdoms to attend.”

“A wise move. They will need to strengthen their alliances,” his father responded. “Perhaps the young king is wiser that I had suspected.” Ferrand did not have the heart to tell his father that Ivan Sova had barely said a word during the entire meeting, and his advisors had made all the pertinent decisions. However, Sova had been the one to suggest his sister marry; it was the only thing he seemed to have an opinion about.

“Is that all?” His father asked.

“They plan to use the coronation ball as a chance to search for a suitable marriage candidate for the oldest princess,” Ferrand continued, unsure what information his father wanted. 

“A husband, you say? Yes. That is excellent news.”

“I confess, Father, I do not understand your sudden interest in the small island kingdom. We are on solid terms with them, and they have nothing that we need.”

“Ferrand, my son. I think it is time we find you a wife,” his father responded, without answering his question. It seemed like a complete change of subject until Ferrand realized he meant the Sova Princess. His stomach turned to lead at the thought.

“You cannot be serious, Father,” he replied.

“Why ever not? You are a more than respectable age for marriage. An alliance between our two kingdoms would be advantageous on both sides. You yourself have said you are not interested in marrying for love. So why not the Sova girl? Is she hideous or something?”

“Of course not,” he responded. Skies above, he had found her to be quite the opposite. He should not have used Geri to spy on her in the forest, but he couldn’t resist. Watching her sprint through the trees, her thick, dark hair streaming behind her, her face flushed with anger at her brother and his councilors had been quite a sight. She had seemed half wild among the trees. With her God’s Gift of speed, she had seemed almost like one of the fae. 

“Well then,” his father interrupted his thoughts. “It is settled. You will attend the King of Selmy’s coronation ball, and you will present yourself as a suitor for the princess. You will make sure she chooses you, and you will return with your betrothed.”

“But, Father, I have no interest in settling down with a wife.” Especially not a human wife, he added in his head. There was not a drop of fae blood in the Sova line as far as the lineage books had implied. And that was why he could not marry her. He had sworn himself never to fall in love—especially with a human. After watching Marya Sova hold her own in a political meeting of men, and fly through the forest almost as if she had wings herself, he was afraid she would be all too easy to fall in love with.

“Fine, no one will force you to settle down with the girl. Princes and princesses marry for political unions all the time. Marry the girl. Get yourself an heir before I die, so I know our kingdom is safe. Then you can go back to gallivanting across the realm in that ship of yours for all I care, but first, get me an heir.”

Ferrand could not fathom why his father was so insistent on getting an heir. The older man seemed in perfect health. There would be many years before Ferrand would take the throne, let alone a son of his. Ferrand’s younger brother, Louis, was only seventeen and could easily carry on the line someday if need be.

But arguing with his father was never worth it. Half the time, his father seemed to hate him, and the other time it was as if he could not even bother to care what Ferrand did. Ever since his mother died, King Sebastien Couer Faucon was a bitter and miserable man. How he had convinced another woman, Ferrand’s step-mother, Lila, to marry him was beyond comprehension. It was one reason Ferrand spent as much time as he did on his ship. It meant staying away from his father. 

“You are dismissed,” his father commanded him, standing and gesturing towards the large double doors that led to the hallway.

Ferrand exited. Apparently, he would marry Princess Marya Sova. He supposed it would not hurt him to marry her for a political alliance. He would make sure she understood from the start that that was all that there would be between them. Based on her interactions with her brother’s council, she was not keen to marry either. If she knew he would let her do as she pleased, she might agree if only to avoid marrying some other court buffoon.

––––––––
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A FEW WEEKS LATER, Ferrand found himself preparing for his voyage to Selmy Island. He had made one more unsuccessful attempt to convince his father to reconsider. He still could not figure out why the king was desperate for an alliance with the seemingly insignificant island kingdom. Winds above, his step-mother, Lila, was practically giddy with excitement to plan a wedding. She had years before Louis, his half brother, was likely to marry, and with her human life-span, she might not live to see it. 

Ferrand did not have much of a relationship with his step-mother or half-brother. He spent so little time at the palace that he had had little interaction with them. Lila seemed nice enough, but he could never imagine why she married his father. One day he had returned to the palace from months at sea, and there she was—no explanation. The next time he returned, he had a baby brother.

When Louis was very young, Ferrand spent more time at home. He knew his father would not be helpful in raising the boy. With Lila being human, he felt obligated to take his brother under his wing—literally. He remained long enough to find out about his brother’s fae abilities, including wings like his own, and gave him what help he could in learning to use them. Then he returned to the sea. It always called him back. He knew his ancestors were wind fae, but he sometimes wondered if he had some water fae blood in his distant heritage. 

He tried to make it home at least once every few months to check in on his brother. That was how he had ended up roped into spying on the Sova family. His father had caught him just before he had planned to leave again. 

Ferrand stalked the length of his ship, checking the rigging for the hundredth time. He knew his crew would have gotten it right, but it gave him something to do to occupy his mind. And he enjoyed working on the boat. He had insisted on taking his own ship, knowing that if he were to settle down and create an heir, it may be his last chance to sail her for a time. 

Three ships set out from South Shore to Selmy. Though Ferrand’s ship was not the largest—having no need for the huge passenger cabins of the other ships—it was the most beautiful.  His ship was his pride and joy, and he had spared no expenses on her. His suite of rooms at the palace contained the bare necessities. His wardrobe was minimal, and he had no expensive hobbies like the noblemen of his father’s court. But the Falcon’s Kiss might just have been the most spectacular ship in the realm.

Her hull was made of the finest wood, and it gleamed in the sun. The best woodworkers had crafted and adorned her with intricate carvings of falcons. Ferrand had insisted on emerald green sails. He never understood why sails were always white. He had her cabins decorated as finely as the guest rooms at the palace, even though he never used them. 

He could have taken passengers with him to Selmy, but he chose not to. He wanted one last trip, just him and his men, without all his father’s courtiers around. It seemed the entire court was on their way to the ball. He suspected the other boats were like miniature balls, noblemen and women gathering in their elegant dining rooms and ballrooms.

While the invitations had not blatantly spelled out they were looking for a husband for the princess, everyone knew it to be so. And with half the young noblemen in the kingdom and probably every surrounding kingdom heading to the coronation, it was no wonder the young ladies wanted to go too. It was rare that the kingdoms hosted international affairs of such a grand magnitude. Ferrand suspected there would be many more weddings than just his own to plan in the next few months. 

What would his father do if he wasn’t able to secure Princess Marya’s hand? She had not seemed keen on marrying at all. Why would she choose him? She would choose him because he was a prince, and she was a princess. He was the most appropriate match for her. There was only one other eligible prince on the Torraellium continent. Ferrand didn’t know the Prince of Ermaine particularly well, but Prince Gavril was even younger than he was, and had not seemed the sort to be interested in marriage either. When they had hosted him several years back, he had had half the court swooning over him but had shown no signs of interest towards any of them.

Marya would have to choose Ferrand. He was the best option for her—unless King Nasir of Wendyl, was there. Though Ferrand highly doubted he would be. He was an elitist. He was the last remaining full-blooded fae on the continent, maybe in the realm, and he hated the humans he ruled over. Nasir had been a warrior in the fae military. Ferrand did not know the full story, but when the Gates to the fae realm were sealed during the Great Fae War, King Nasir was furious to remain trapped in the human realm. He had gone on a rampage, conquering land, and forcing the former King of Wendyl to surrender his kingdom to his control. Rumor had it, he ruled his people with an iron fist, and they were too afraid of him to complain. Ferrand was definitely Princess Marya’s best choice, regardless of who else attended the ball. 

Ferrand was not sure if that made him feel better or worse. He didn’t even want to marry the girl. If she had dozens of prospective choices, he could pretend he tried his best yet didn’t succeed.

With his crew taking care of the sailing, Ferrand made his way inside to get a drink. The ship builders had designed the room as a combination pub and ballroom. He had never used it as a ballroom. He invited no one to sail with him and the crew. Typically, the room was where his off-duty men hung out. He kept the liquor and ale stocked, and so long as the men were reasonable about it, he let them enjoy whatever they pleased. There were also card and gaming tables set up around the edge of the room. There was a stage where musicians could play. He had a few men who played various instruments, and sometimes they would take the stage. He knew the stage was really meant for musicians to play for dancing, but they had never had ladies aboard, so the dancefloor and stage went mostly unused.
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