
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


This is a work of fiction that includes diverse identities, queer representation, and non-human races. While these elements are imagined, they reflect real-world experiences and are included with care and intention. The goal is inclusivity, not harm. This book underwent extensive editing and sensitivity reading, but if something still misses the mark, please know it was never meant to hurt.
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​Pronunciation Guide!
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Here’s how I’m saying everyone’s names and the country names in my head - feel free to use the same pronunciations, or not :)

Hanie -> HAN-nee

Berron -> BER-rin

Sylvan -> SIL-vin

Griffing -> GRIFF-ing

Larroh -> LAH-roh

Seras Lokmar -> SEH-ras LOCK-mar

The Dukess/ Morrigan -> du-KESS / MORE-uh-ghin

Sir Stirling -> STIR-ling

King Opie -> OH-pee

Consort Gawain -> guh-WAYNE

Margo -> MAR-go

Mallory -> MAL-ah-ree

Bette -> BET

Windmerall -> WIND-mer-all

Stattlar -> STAT-lar

Var -> Vahr

Karikorum -> KAR-ih-KOR-uhm

[The Empire of Karakk] -> CARE-RACK

––––––––
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​Part One

​Chapter 1

​Hannie


[image: ]




“Hannie, dear, how is the search for the new gardener coming along? We’ve never really needed one before, but now that Sunnee has moved on, I find the garden to be overrun. 

We spend so much time out here now, overusing this moderately sized terrace as a whole, so I’d really like for what we’re surrounded by day in and day out to be a little more... dignified. Can’t give that uppity consort and opening to criticize when they’re here visiting their daughter.”

Hannie smiled indulgently at Sir Stirling. The brownie sat at a small table on the terrace in question, tipping back one glass after the next of some sort of liquor. He had grown increasingly fond of the chaotic father figure as his years as Castle Bette’s Steward grew in number.

“I quite agree, sir, and have narrowed down the initial pile of 30 applicants to 2. I’ve scheduled their in-person interviews for tomorrow, and will hopefully be able to make a judgment call shortly after.” Hannie busied himself with straightening up the furniture that was strewn about the terrace haphazardly, one chaise dragged off in a far corner at an angle as if to hide its occupants from being seen from the windows. For what purpose, he staunchly refused to ruminate on. Honestly, it was becoming a never ending task of rearranging, straightening up, sweeping off leaves, watering all of the potted plants out here. 

Straightening up with a sigh, Hannie couldn’t help but feel genuine fulfillment at being busy, at having work to do - that he enjoyed for the most part - and at knowing without a doubt how valued he was as a member of staff and a member of the family.

The second son of a well-to-do family of merchant origins from Var, Hannie had been extremely overlooked growing up in the shadow of his older sibling. They had been born to one day take over. He had been born to further the family’s political and economical agenda as an expendable piece on their gameboard. 

There had been no time for him in the eyes of their parents. Hannie very much doubted that either of his parents had any hearts to hold people dear with, and at an early age accepted that parental love and familial closeness was not something he was likely to experience at home. As a child, he’d seen what parental care and affection looked like whenever his classmate’s parents joined for parents’ day or any other special event. 

He didn't think that it had ever been jealousy that he felt while watching his classmates interact with their attentive, seemingly loving parents, but more a bone deep ache that came from the understanding that he’d never receive that. But now here he was, adopted by a Dukess and their Brownie husband, roped in on all manners of adventures and with a very well paying, stable job to boot.

“That’s our Hannie! You’re always so efficient, so quick with your work. Good job, honey, but remember to take your breaks.” 

Hannie flushed with pride at hearing Sir Stirling praising him. His skills weren’t something he had been born with, like his older sibling had, but were things that he worked hard at building and fine tuning in the years between graduating university and coming to work for Duchess Sylvan. He still got lost in hyperfixation sometimes, despite his best efforts and not letting any one interest or irritation derail his time management. Oh well; no one was perfect.

“Now, come sit with me and have a drink of something. I’m getting tired watching you buzz around out here. Let the grounds staff straighten up in the evenings after dinner. It’ll give you more time back in your day- no, don’t argue with me. I’m sure Sylvan and Griffing would agree if they knew just how much time you spent out here fussing each day on top of everything else you manage.”

Hannie grinned and gave up. He knew he would only be wasting his breath if he were to argue, and in truth he was feeling more tired than usual today. He threw himself down on the couch closest to where Sir Stirling was still seated, letting the breath be jolted out of him with a grunt, and hugged a pillow to his chest.

“Tell me about it, Hannie. Don’t hold it in and stew like you usually do.”

Hannie sighed. He didn’t really want to talk about it; it was hardly a new topic and he felt truly ridiculous with how hard he seemed to be clinging to his feelings despite how many years they’d gone unanswered. He knew they never would be, and respected that completely, but still couldn’t seem to let the damned feelings go.

“It’s nothing new, sir-”

“Baba,” Stirling interjected.

“-Baba. It’s the same old thing. I just can’t let it go and move forward. I don’t understand why! I have had this talk with myself so many times; ‘let him go, Hannie, he’s only attracted to women and you respect that he’s not for you. Shut it down and move on,’ but it never seems to do any good.”

“Oh, honey, that’s not how your feelings work. Sure, for some people that might be all they need to start moving on. They’re able to make the decision and then act on it immediately using willpower and internal force and whatever else to push through it. But that’s so clearly not how it works for you. 

I know you like to think yourself logical and straightforward, but you’re a bleeding heart like your Baba. It’s just who you are - nothing bad about it. I don’t think force will work, sweetheart. Only time.”

Hannie watched sullenly, his face still half obscured behind the pillow squashed to his chest, as Stirling hopped down from his chair and walked a few paces over to the couch to join him.

“I’m going to give you a piece of advice that is probably rather suspect and not something I would share with everyone, or even advise you to use 100% of the time you find yourself in this situation: The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else. Now, look at me - in the eyes, Hannie.”

Hannie forced himself to meet Stirling’s eyes despite the raging embarrassment at the turn this conversation had taken.

“While I am suggesting that a good way to break you from this pattern of continued heartbreak from the same unavailable man is to get intimate with someone else, I am not suggesting that you throw yourself under the next person who you find even just the slightest bit attractive. 

I am suggesting that you open your eyes to the possibility of having good, consensual fun with another man who you feel a baseline level of safety with and trust to respect your boundaries. That may take awhile to find, so don’t rush yourself. Do you understand me?”

Hannie nodded along as Stirling spoke, “Yes, Baba, I understand. I think you’re probably right... it’s been far too long since I let myself look at another man through the lens of attraction, I guess... I don’t think it could hurt. The idea of taking things further with someone who isn’t him doesn’t make me feel sick or anything...” He sighed, sinking more into the couch cushions.

He let his eyes close as he felt Stirling start to pet his hair. It was probably his favorite thing about himself. At 6 feet tall, Hannie’s lithe body looked gangly - willowy on a good day. He had a small button nose, large nearly black eyes, thick wheat blonde eyebrows and long eyelashes with the hair color to match. Most mornings Hannie felt like it was a fish gaping back at him in the mirror, his lips a bit too small and too pouty for the size of his face and always hanging open slightly because of his large teeth.

His hair was the one thing that hadn’t been second string to his older sibling’s classic good looks. It was thick and slightly wavy, and a touch frizzy on the most humid of days. He kept it long, down to his lower back, loving the way it felt like a cloak; a shield between him and the world. Growing up it had been the one and only thing anyone ever noticed of him and complimented him on.

He could see it for what it was; that he clung to this one thing about himself because of the notice it brought him at a time in his life when nothing else he did ever seemed to matter. That he feared cutting it would make him invisible - or worse, ugly - and totally overshadow the work he’d done as the castle’s Steward. 

He wasn’t so lost in his own fear as to believe that his found family would ever treat him that way, but that wouldn’t be the case with the outside world. He wouldn’t ever be able to squirrel himself away inside the castle, only interacting with the family and staff, and thus his outward appearance always held a certain level of importance to him.

It was also what he tended to lean on when attempting, poorly, to seduce a man into his bed, his life, or both. They always wanted to touch it, feel for themselves if it was as silky as it looked, and inevitably found themselves curious about how it would look wrapped around their hands as they pulled on it. Hannie quite enjoyed that part. 

“Well, I hope things start to turn around for you Hannie, I really do. You work far too hard and are such a wonderful person, I think it’s only a matter of time before you find someone good and kind who will compliment that with their own personality. We’re always here for you, Hannie, if you ever need to talk or need to take some time to get away. I know you probably don’t want to go visit your family, but vacations are also good for disappearing to tropical islands or snowy mountain tops for a change of pace. You let me know, honey.”

Hannie smiled and leaned further into Stirling’s head-pets. Applying to replace the retiring steward had been one of the best impulse decisions of his life. He allowed himself to stay there, eyes closed and body relaxed for a while longer, knowing that very soon life would come crashing back in, as it always did.

​* * *

HANNIE HOPED THAT THE second interview of the day would go much better than the first. He was honestly shocked at how bad it had been, considering how good of a candidate the person was on paper and in their first interview. His optimism towards them had started to wane when they arrived 30 minutes late, food smeared down the front of their shirt and an iced coffee the color of ditch water in hand while chatting loudly with someone, their talker volume set loudly for the world to overhear their conversation. Or rather be forced to hear.

The candidate had then proceeded to bypass Hannie’s outstretched hand and plop down into one of the two chairs across Hannie’s desk from his own. They’d promptly informed him that they only had 10 minutes ‘to chat’ before they needed to be headed off to their ‘main job.’

This had given Hannie pause, considering how both in the job posting and during their first interview it had been stated quite plainly - multiple times - that this was both a full-time and live-in position. While Hannie completely understood that there could be a need to hold more than one job, he felt that whomever ended up filling this post would really only be able to handle the one, and was certainly going to be paid double the market value plus have room and board covered.

Hannie had managed to snap his mouth closed, take a seat, then a deep breath, and ask a few perfunctory but polite questions before thanking them for their time and sending them on their way. He knew it was not a fit, but considering the migraine blooming behind his left eye, he had no intention of starting an altercation by telling the person as much while they were still inside the castle itself. Better done by ping later.

Deciding to make use of the rest of the failed interview’s time slot, Hannie walked over to a set of double glass doors that led out onto his private terrace. His office sat on the ground floor of the west wing of the castle. It was the very last room at the end of its hall, and the terrace had been a 1 year work anniversary gift from the duchess. She had been extremely pleased with his work and had wanted him to know just how much. So, when she’d asked what he would like and further detailed without prompting that the budget was carte blanche, Hannie had taken a chance on throwing out ‘private terrace.’ One week later, the work had been completed. 

Opening the doors gently so they wouldn’t swing out of his grasp and bang into the stone walls - he’d learned that lesson the hard way, more than once - Hannie walked himself over to the chaise longue that sat over a wildly colored rug in the middle of the small terrace.

He flopped over the chaise, letting out a frustrated grunt at how such a slovenly person had made it past his defenses and to the final round. He was mid heaving-sigh, limbs askew and one shoe half off his foot, when someone cleared their throat behind him. 

Hannie froze, feeling first shock and then embarrassment. How long had they been there? Had they seen him flop over like a dying fish?! He shot up to standing, knocking over the small tables nearby as he whirled around to confront the person and nearly tripped over his feet. 

Framed by the terrace doors was one of the Sidhe, barely standing as tall as Hannie’s chest. 

Hannie immediately recognized them as the next interview candidate. Him. Berron. He wasn’t sure what he’d assumed Berron might look like as a whole after their first interview when he’d only been able to see his face and neck, but the small Sidhe certainly exceeded any expectations he may have had.

He felt his palms begin to sweat a bit as his heart rate picked up. Berron was beautiful, something Hannie had already been aware of, but it hadn’t sunk in quite so much when staring at his face on a screen. Now, standing there in person just a few feet away, Hannie was able to take him in fully. 

Berron’s skin was a rich dark brown, a few degrees above the deepest midnight, and looked as if someone had mixed pearls into a cream and coated him with it. His plush lips shared the same color as his skin, his hair, eyebrows, and eyelashes a luminous gold, his large eyes a smokey gray with alarmingly big irises and pupils. 

Hannie’s breath stuttered as Berron gave him a small smile, his lips parting just enough to flash bright white, razor sharp teeth. Too many teeth, really. 

It was completely inappropriate that he was feeling any amount of lust towards this man who had come to interview for a position working beneath him at the Castle. Beneath him... No. Bad, Hannie. He will be your employee, and therefore completely off limits.

“Berron, thank you for joining me here today. I apologize for you catching me in such a state. I was going to take a short rest ahead of our interview, but now that you’re here let’s begin.”

“Thank you Hannie, and good afternoon. I’m sorry to have interrupted your rest. I am more than happy to wait until our original start time if you need a minute to yourself?” 

Berron’s deep, almost raspy timber sent a shiver down Hannie’s spine ending in a tingling sensation deep in his belly. He flushed, pleased that Berron was willing to wait if he needed it, and still a bit embarrassed at being caught groaning and grunting while sprawled like a layabout outdoors. Not a very professional image for an employee to have of their boss. 

“No, it’s alright, thank you Berron. Let’s have a seat and begin.”

Hannie spent the following hour asking the Sidhe all manner of questions to get a better sense for how he would take on the role if it was given to him. He was impressed with the surety and calmness that Berron delivered his plans for the garden, communicating quite clearly that he would really need to get a feel for the garden before he could come up with a care and maintenance plan, but nevertheless impressed Hannie with his know-how and off-the-cuff ideas.

“I don’t usually make the job offer right here at the end of an interview, but I’m feeling really good about you, and I don’t feel like I need any more time to think about it. To reiterate, it is a full-time, live-in position. You will be given your own bedroom with an attached bathroom on the top floor of the castle, access to the new soaking tub room the duchess had installed earlier this year, and will be paid double the current market rate, which will be adjusted each year as we get the reports from the palace. You can also expect end of year bonuses if you decide to grow and sell flowers and other plants to add money to the castle’s accounts. The bonus will be 35% of the total sales within the fiscal year. 

You may take as many days off as you would like so long as the work gets done, and will be expected to be available to create any floral arrangements needed for events held at the castle or in the town. 

You will also be given free reign in terms of layout and what’s planted. I have a list on hand of flowers and other things that residents and employees here are allergic to, as well as a list of the foodstuffs and herbs that the head cook requires regularly for the weekly menus. We do understand that sometimes crops fail due to weather or pests, and keep a decent budget allotted for if we need to purchase what wouldn’t grow.

Please let me know if you would like some time to think about it; I can send over a copy of the employment agreement to you in the meantime.”

“No time needed, Hannie. The job sounds amazing. I am happy to hear that the compensation is dynamic, and ask that it be included in my contract that the rate never decrease.”

“Of course,” Hannie was all for financial health, and would never allow for an employee of the duchess to have pay taken away from them regardless of how the economy was going. In fact, they’d need their pay even more than before if the markets did poorly and prices went up.

“There are a few questions and requests that I would like to ask before I sign the agreement,” Berron said.

“Please go ahead.” Hannie resettled into his chair in a show of ease and patience.

“I would like for the contract to be for the term of 1 year, giving me first dibs at renewing it and retaining the position. Don’t worry; I’m not planning to run away after a single year here, but through personal experience I have found it to be a good safety measure in terms of having an out should I need it.”

“Alright, that sounds more than reasonable. I do hope this works out for everyone and that you find a long term job in this position, but understand nonetheless.” Hannie added the line to the contract.

“Wonderful. I understand that as a residence of the duchess and crown princess, and that there will be security measures put in place around who is allowed to enter, where they can go, and how long they can stay. When would I be allowed to invite a friend over, where can they spend time with me here in the castle and on the grounds, and could they stay the night?”

Hannie worked hard to keep himself from reacting to Berron’s words. The thought of Berron inviting someone to spend the night with him here at the castle brought some less than appropriate images to mind.

Clearing his throat, he answered; “Yes, you are correct to assume there are security measures in place. Let me start by breaking down the layout of the castle. 

To start, we have two lower levels here. The bottom most level - the sub-basement - is where we store harvested foods from the garden as well as any purchased foods or other items that require lower temperatures ranging from cool to freezing. That is one side of the sub-basement. The other side is split further in two, with one side acting as a standard storage space and the other a dungeon that has not been put to use in centuries. We leave that to the constabulary in town. 

The first lower level, which we typically refer to as ‘the lower level’ and not the basement, is only half underground. You may have noticed when you arrived, that there are short, wide windows around the bottom edge of the castle. This is to let in natural light to the kitchens, pantries, and communal rooms where the staff take their breaks and eat their meals throughout the day. 

It is in these areas that staff are allowed to bring in guests and spend time with them, barring the kitchen where we do not want non-employees having access to the food the duchess and her family, as well as the staff, will eat. We all eat the same food, mind you, so if someone were to get the bright idea to prank the staff or poison the family, we would all suffer.”

“I see,” Berron interjected as Hannie paused to take a breath. “So I would not be able to bring a guest up to my room. What about staying the night? I have family who do not live close by, and should they come to visit me it would be difficult for some of them to afford lodgings in town. Would I be unable to put them up here in the castle?”

“Ah, I see. In that instance, the castle would pay for their lodgings in town. The length of time depends on the distance traveled; if your family could reach the town in less than half a day, the castle would pay for up to 3 nights. If it took them more than half a day; 5 nights. A full day or more; 10 nights, etc. Does this make sense?”

“Yes, completely, and it is quite refreshing to hear such accommodations are made for our family members. It was quite difficult for me emotionally when I moved here from Brani.”

“Oh! So you’re from the same country as our King Consort. Depending on where in Brani your family lives, they may be quite close since the territory does share a good stretch of border with them. I do hope you’re able to see them again soon.”

Berron smiled, “Me too, Hannie.”

Hannie’s brain stalled when he heard Berron say his name in his raspy voice. Focus. “Uh, was there anything else you wanted to ask?”

“Yes, we discussed family coming to visit and stay the night, but what about non-family? It sounds to me like if I want to spend the night with someone, I will need to do it outside of the castle. Is that correct?”

Hannie cleared his throat, mentally shaking himself to get rid of another round of inappropriate mental images and a touch of jealousy. “Yes, that’s correct. One more item I should mention, and please excuse the indelicateness of my statement here, but we do not forbid relations between employees. We only ask that the participating parties, however many there may be, keep it professional during working hours. Some physical affection and conversation is not barred or even frowned upon, we just don’t want fights breaking out or inappropriate... physical relations happening in public rooms or shared spaces.”

“That’s good to know, Hannie, I appreciate your candor.” 

Hannie let his eyes flick up to meet Berron’s. Big mistake. 

He felt as if his gaze was glued to the other man, who was staring at him softly with a small smile on his full, wide lips. Hannie blushed again for what must have been the millionth time, if he had even stopped blushing for a second at all.

“Yes, well, it’s all outlined in the employee handbook which you will be given a copy of once you sign the agreement here and here,” Hannie rotated his writing tablet around and showed Berron where to sign, handing him the tablet pen.

His eyes fluttered closed when Berron’s fingers brushed against his own as he took the pen from Hannie’s grasp, letting himself enjoy the warmth and pressure of it. He waited patiently while Berron scanned the contract and signed, a satisfied grin on both of their faces once he was done.

“Welcome to Castle Bette, Berron. I look forward to working together,” Hannie held out his hand to shake, locking his thighs together as Berron’s warm, work-worn hand slid into his own soft, cold one. “Please take your time getting settled, I will have Henry show you to your room on the top floor. He’ll also give you an abbreviated tour as he walks you upstairs, but don’t worry if you forget: everything is labeled.” Hannie called for Henry, remaining seated until both men had exited his office and closed the door behind them.

He let out the breath he’d been holding ever since Berron stood up, hoping the smaller man wouldn’t be able to see over the edge of the desk where Hannie’s erection tented his pants.

Here we go again.
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​Chapter 2

​Berron
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Hannie was darling. Berron had been delighted at what he’d seen when he knocked and entered Hannie’s office just in time to watch the tall, willowy man sprawl out on the outdoor furniture, grunting and huffing away in obvious irritation. 

Berron had resisted the urge to squeeze Hannie’s cheeks and feed him cookies and rub his tummy all throughout the interview. The man was positively adorable and the dichotomy between his stiff and proper work self and the brief glimpse of his less-polished private self was doing its best to bowl him over.

He chuckled at his thoughts as he followed Henry up the back stairs to the top floor where he would now be living. He was half listening to Henry as the young man told him what could be found on each of the floors as they passed them on their ascent. 

Berron hadn’t been sure of just how many floors the castle had since there were some windows out of line with the rest on the outside, but he had counted 5 floors since leaving Hannie’s office including the ground floor.

He noted that the door simply swung open into the hall when Henry pushed on it, clocking the absence of a door knob or lock, something he’d seen only on the second floor’s door. Henry had briefly explained that the floor held meeting rooms ranging in size and equipment, including the public offices for both Duchess Sylvan and Princess Griffing. Berron thought it made sense that they would be able to completely close off that floor and bypass any risk of an intruder poking around sensitive documents and expensive technology.

“This first door here on the right is where we keep extra items for the rooms, like bed frame replacement parts, linens and towels, blankets and pillows. You can of course bring in your own, but the castle provides the necessities, including toiletries and additional bedroom items like rugs and shower curtains. Let me know if you’re sensitive to light while sleeping so we can get black out curtains installed in your room.”

“Thank you, Henry. I’m quite a heavy sleeper, so light and sound won’t keep me up or wake me up.” Berron could see that each door that lined the hall had a bronze plaque screwed in dead center, two thirds of the way up with names painted on them.

“That’s good to hear. Most of us are the same, barring the head chef, but we installed soundproofing around her door to keep any late night noise out. Right, so the next door down on the right is to the soaking tub room. It’s exclusively for Margo and Hannie, they’re practically brothers to the duchess. It’s kept locked and only they and the duchess have keys.” 

“It’s actually in my contract to have use of that room as well. Would you be the one to ask for a key? Or should I raise it again to Hannie when I next see him?”

“Oh, well in that case I believe Hannie is the right person to ask about a key. I only know of three in existence, and all already have owners. I doubt there’s a spare, so a fourth will have to be made for you.” Henry gave an unbothered shrug, not seeming to care that the newcomer was getting access to the luxury bathing room unlike himself and the rest of the staff. 

“These two rooms on the left belong to Hannie and then Margo. Hannie, as the castle steward, has the largest room. He usually will leave this door to the hall ajar in the evenings while he’s in for the night as an open invitation for anyone to join him in his sitting room. It’s actually quite comfortable there and he’s great at board games, so I recommend it if you don’t have evening plans. He shuts and locks the door when he’s going to bed.”

Berron’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead at the knowledge that the castle’s steward felt the need to lock his rooms up at night. It could be nothing, but it could also be something.

“Oh! Please don’t feel like you need to lock your door as well; we have never had any incidents that would make that a good practice to keep. He says it’s for his own peace of mind, and why would any of us take exception to that? It’s clearly not personal because I’m sure he’d fire anyone who threatened the safety of the rest of us.”

Berron mulled that over. Something to keep back of mind as he continued to piece together Hannie the man and Hannie the steward.

“Margo has the second largest room as lady’s maid to the duchess. He rises before the sun most mornings and starts his day shortly after. You may hear him banging around his room if you’re also up at that time because he’s not the most graceful just after waking.

He, Hannie, and Princess Griffing are all very early risers. They usually have breakfast together either in Hannie’s sitting room or out on the terrace. You’ll probably see them out there all the time since you’ll be out back and around the grounds. There are a ton of potted plants and trees on the terrace, too. Not sure if anyone’s given you a proper tour of the grounds yet?”

Berron shook his head when Henry turned to see his response. “No matter, we’ll take the suncart out and do a loop of the grounds after we get your room settled a bit.”

Berron nodded, content to follow Henry as he walked them slowly down the hall past more rooms. “Henry, forgive me for just now asking, but what is your role here at the Castle?”

“That’s alright, I doubt Hannie had the time to talk you through who all works here and exactly what we do yet,” Henry chuckled. “There are quite a few of us, but for now I’ll just tell you what I do and who else we have on staff. 

I’m Hannie’s personal assistant and also act as a sort of concierge for him and those who are live-in staff. It’s why I told you to let me know if you’re going to need new curtains; the same goes for if you’re running low on toiletries or other items that the castle provides for us but aren’t found in the storage room at the end of the hall either because we’ve run out or don’t carry your preference, and the like.

There are some things, like medication, that Hannie and I keep under lock and key and will only be provided one dose at a time unless you need care from a medical professional. Then we take a visit to the castle’s private clinic and you’ll be treated there by the staff and they’ll handle any medications needed.” 

“Right, makes sense, I’m following along so far. Who else is live-in here?” Berron turned his head from reading the plaques on doors they passed to look at Henry again.

“That would be the head cook and her two apprentices. There are 10 hall boys and 10 kitchen maids who live in town and take the provided shuttle here each morning and back down each night after we’re done eating our dinner. 

By the way, all three meals plus snacks and drinks are provided for both the live-in and day staff. Cook and Hannie don’t let us keep too much ‘fancy food and drink’ in our rooms so we don’t attract bugs and mice, but they certainly don’t let us starve, and the employee pantry is open day and night to anyone who needs something to eat between meals. Oh! Don’t let me forget - we’ve got some drink accessories for you as a castle employee so that you can carry water around with you and not need to rush back to a tap or something any time you get thirsty.”

Berron nodded his head long to Henry’s informative rant, noting that they’d stalled out in front of some other staff bedroom doors. 

Henry continued where they stood, gesturing to the doors around them as he spoke. “There didn’t used to be a Butler, but Hannie decided to hire one after some of the duchess’s businesses picked up and he needed more time to assist her in those affairs. So the Butler lives-in, and there are 20 footmen under him, 15 of them live in town and also take the shuttle, the remaining 5 live-in and cover the night shift. 

Some of them are full time and the others are scheduled to work with them on public audience days and during events, or when the full family or other guests are in residence. I know it sounds a bit haphazard as I’m saying it outloud, but I promise it’s all managed by Hannie and the butler quite well.”

Berron had no doubt. He got the clear sense from all of his interactions with the man that Hannie the steward ran a tight ship and possessed a highly analytical mind that he wielded almost like a weapon. They’d reached the end of the hall, Henry had been pointing towards various doors as he shared which employees lived-in and which traveled up from the town. 

“This here will be your room. This last one on the left. It actually overlooks the main garden, which I promise was not planned. I’m sure that Hannie would’ve preferred to give you a room that didn’t have you staring at your workspace when not working if he could’ve. It’s just that it’s the last room we’ve got available for staff..”

Berron noted the nervous way that Henry was wringing his hands. He must be worrying that Berron would feel irritated with Hannie for this room assignment. “Don’t worry, Henry, I’m not upset to hear this, and I don’t resent Hannie for this happening to be the last room left on this floor.”

“Well, there is one more, but we don’t use that room.” There was something in the tone Henry used when speaking just now, something in the way his eyes flicked to the door across the hall, that set Berron on alert.

“Right,” Henry clapped his hands together, “welcome to your new room!” He turned the doorknob and pushed in, letting the heavy oak door swing inwards to reveal a good sized space. 

There was a queen size bed along the back wall centered between two large floor to ceiling windows, a nightstand in front of each. A two seater sofa was pushed up against the foot of the bed, a small rug on the floor in front of it under a low rectangular table. Berron stepped into the room to get a better look at the amenities.

Across from the sofa, pushed up against the same wall as the door, was a small media center that was empty save for the medium sized viewing screen that sat on top, its controller resting next to it. There were two doors in the wall to the right of the bed.

“So this first door here is your closet, go ahead and take a look. We can have a dresser put in there if you would like drawer space; we’ve got a few different styles in the storage room back down the hall.” Henry walked him over to the closet door, opening it as he spoke so Berron could look inside.

“This is plenty spacious, and I see shelves built in over there, so I think I’ll be alright without a dresser, thank you Henry.” Berron stepped back out of the closet.

“Great. Works for me. Ok, this second door here is your attached bathing room.” Henry opened the second door, this one carved differently from the closet and bedroom door, and painted white with gold details.

Berron could see through the open door a moderately sized vanity with a sink built into the top, an oval mirror hung on the wall above it. There was a central ceiling light that hung down and looked a lot like a mini version of the gaudy crystal chandelier he’d seen in the foyer when he arrived. There was a toilet on the far side of the sink, and a large square shower on the far side of that.

“Let me know if you need help figuring out the shower. Not a proposition, I swear, it’s just that the Duchess had Hannie update all of our showers at the start of the year. It’s not exactly user friendly anymore, and it took me a few tries with the instruction manual to figure it all out.”

Berron cracked a smile, “Thanks, Henry. I’ll give it a shot and let you know. I actually brought a bag up with me. Call me overly optimistic, but I was hoping to land the job, so I packed up my belongings and checked out of my lodgings in town before coming up here today. I left it with a footman in the foyer, so I’m not sure exactly where it’s got up to now.”

“Got it, I’ll ring their station and ask for it to be brought up to your room. You remember the common room that's halfway down the hall?” Berron nodded. “There’s a talker mounted on the wall in there to the left of the door. That’s for everyone’s use, in case someone doesn't own a personal talker or theirs breaks or is inoperable - whatever. You can use that to call down to different staff stations if you’re up here and need something, or to call out to family and friends. Just be conscious of other people who may be wanting to use it and try to not hog it for more than 30 minutes at a time.”

“Got it, thanks Henry.” The more Henry spoke about the live-in set up for the employees, the more Berron felt positive he would be here far longer than one year. He was already hoping to get to know Hannie better as a person, not just his employer, as well as meet Margo and the duchess and her family. It would be an interesting line to toe, being friendly enough with Hannie to baby him a bit off the clock but still have an established, professional working relationship as his subordinate during the day. An interesting dynamic that set a fire burning low in his belly.

“Right, so take a look around at what’s already here before you go to the storage room. The bed will need to be made up, so if you didn't bring sheets with you then take a look at what we’ve got - there are flannel sets, patterned, solid, cotton, even some silk ones. Same with toiletries; I’ll meet you either in the storage room or here when I’m done ringing the footmen so you can tell me what you’re going to need. ”

“Sounds good, Henry. Thanks again. Go ahead, I’ll take a quick look at it all again and head over to the storage room,” Berron said in confirmation, already doing another sweep and cataloging all he’d need.

Mental list made, he walked back down the hall to the storage room and noted that the door, which had been closed when he and Henry first walked past, now stood open. Leaning around the frame, he peered into the room to see who was already inside and stopped short when he came face to face with large sapphire eyes.

“Excuse me, I didn’t mean to intrude. I’m the new gardener and have come to collect the items I need to get my room set up.”

“You’re not intruding at all! It’s me who is the intruder,” the stranger giggled behind small hands so heavily decked out in large gold rings that Berron wondered at how they could even hold them up.

“Hannie would tan my hide if he knew I was in here again pilfering more bed linens. Morrigan and I just go through them so fast! I’ll tell you what. You keep it a secret that you saw me here, and I’ll owe you one favor. Within reason, obviously.”

Berron grinned; a favor owed from a brownie was no small thing. “You’ve got yourself a deal...?”

“Stirling,” the Brownie said while grinning from ear to ear before vanishing in a puff of pale violet smoke that smelled like spun sugar.

Hmm, where have I heard that name before...

​* * *

THE FIRST WEEK OF BERRON’S employment flew by. He’d settled into his room and met the rest of the staff the same day he’d been hired, and had even managed to meet and strike up a friendly acquaintance with both Margo and Princess Griffing a few days later.

He had yet to receive an invitation to join them for their early morning breakfasts with Hannie, but Berron didn’t mind seeing as he was not as early a riser as they all were. He often ran into them on the terrace as they were starting to clean up and head back inside.

He’d been a bit shocked when Henry drove them through the grounds and around the main garden on his second day there. They’d never made it outside that first day due to all the introductions, and then dinner happened followed by a surprise welcome party where the duchess and the princess had poked their heads in to introduce themselves and say hello. Berron still grimaced at himself when he remembered the way he’d stared at the beautiful couple, practically slack jawed, before tripping over himself to bend into an appropriately low bow. He’d known that the crown princess of this kingdom had married the duchess, but it wasn’t until actually faced with the pair of them that the weight of that fully smacked him in the face.

Luckily for him, they were very gracious in ignoring his fumbling greeting, and laughed it off with a bubbly toast. Yep, he would probably spend the rest of his life living and working here if he could get away with it. Not impossible considering both he and the royal couple were immortal.

Berron sighed, pulling himself from his thoughts to once again take in the mess that was the main garden. He was standing on the well-used terrace, hands on his hips, trying to mentally map out the order in which he was going to tackle things.

At least the off-shoot kitchen garden was fairly well maintained. He’d been able to speak with the head cook and her apprentices to see how it was suiting their needs, and luckily would only have to find the space to expand a few of the plots to allow for more vegetables to be grown.

The rest was an absolute mess. Berron tried to recall if Hannie had shared just when the Brownie who had lived here moved on. From the state of the garden, it seemed to be eons ago. He took in the tangled snarl of rose bushes, overgrown weeds choking out the perennials, shrubs that resembled ink stains more than whatever their pruned shapes had been. A mess. 

“Do you need assistance, Berron?” Hannie’s tenor voice jolted him from his thoughts.

“No, thank you Hannie. I’m thinking of how best to get all of this organized now that I’m actually seeing it. This is the longest part of the process, but will move rather quickly once I’ve decided on a layout. It’s my element, after all.” Berron gave a small smirk at that, proud that he was able to communicate with anything that grew from the earth. His element was strong enough that he could often speak with the growth and get it to move itself elsewhere, or become more orderly. 
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