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      Edmund swam, long limbs slicing through the clear, warm water. His mind quieted in the repetitive motion, in the weightlessness and the comfort of being surrounded by his Element. Everything washed away, leaving him calm and relaxed, the only time he ever was lately.

      If only he could stay there.

      He imagined it for a moment. Spending his life swimming and sailing. All his time in the soothing embrace of the water, or at the shore or bank, feeling Water’s power, learning to use its magic. It was a lovely dream. A lovely, impossible dream. With that thought, tension—the tension his morning swim had briefly dispelled—came flooding back. He stopped swimming and flipped onto his back, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath before letting it out in a long sigh.

      The sigh had barely left him when he heard the scrape of a shoe against stone. He bit back another sigh and flipped over again to straighten and tread water in the center of the large pool. His secretary stood on the tiled terrace. Peregrine knew better than anyone that this time was Edmund’s and wouldn’t disturb him unless it was urgent. Disaster or grave injury were top of the list.

      “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Highness.” Peregrine would never call him by name when someone else might hear, and Edmund would never try to convince him otherwise. Edmund was far too aware of the dictates of his own position. And far too grateful to have found a friend in Peregrine to quibble overly about how they had to behave in public. “I apologize for disturbing you, sir, but the king has called for you.”

      A summons from Father certainly counted as a valid reason to disturb him, especially with the rising tensions between Thalassa and their neighbor, Tycen. It seemed Edmund would be cutting his swim short this morning. He struck out for the terrace where Peregrine waited, swimming with steady but unhurried strokes. He wouldn’t dawdle, but if there had been reason to rush, Peregrine would have said.

      Soon enough, he reached the terrace and pulled himself up to sit on the edge. Peregrine handed him a towel. He wiped his face first and stood to strip off his soaking wet swim pants and dry the rest of him. Peregrine wouldn’t care about Edmund’s nudity, and he didn’t worry that someone else would come upon them. The pool he chose for his swims wasn’t the largest of the many on the palace grounds, but it was the most private. The terrace they stood on was the only one that connected to the palace, and it was shaded from view. The rest of the area was screened with trees and shrubbery. The smaller terraces on the side opposite them were even more secluded. He’d spent much time in the pool, which was fed by the same underground spring as the rest of the palace waterways, and on the terraces over the years.

      Once Edmund was dry, Peregrine handed him the robe he’d left hanging over the back of a chair when he’d arrived. He’d also left a book there—he’d been far too optimistic about his time when he came down here, apparently. He thanked Peregrine and shrugged into the blue-green silk. It was new, something he hadn’t really needed, but he liked the color against his brown skin and the feel of the smooth, cool silk.

      “Any idea what my father needs?” Edmund stepped into his sandals and picked up his book from the table.

      “None.”

      He raised his eyebrow at Peregrine in surprise. Edmund could always rely on Peregrine for more information than seemed possible about everyone from the maids to the king. He’d long since gotten over any misgivings about Peregrine’s seeming omniscience and begun to rely on it. For Peregrine not to have an inkling of what was brewing… Odd. And slightly disturbing.

      “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Not immediately, of course. A summons through official channels called for more formality. Edmund couldn’t appear in the king’s presence in nothing but a thin robe and sandals. Peregrine kept pace as Edmund walked to his rooms, informing him of other court news and gossip that he might find interesting or useful as they walked.

      Edmund’s rooms were a floor up from the garden pool. A guard stationed near the door jumped to open it for Edmund as he approached. He nodded but didn’t slow as he sailed through the door, Peregrine at his heels. His sandals made soft tapping sounds on the green and white tile of the entryway. His sitting room opened up in front of him, curtains fluttering in the breeze blowing in off the ocean below. He had no time to relax there or even to eat the breakfast that was sure to be laid out in the dining room. Instead, he turned left, taking the short hallway leading to his bedchamber, dressing room, and bathing room.

      He went directly to the bathing room. Wide windows let in sunlight over the large tub, empty because he usually bathed after breakfast. There was no time to fill it, let alone soak. He settled for rinsing the salt from his skin with water from the basin and briskly rubbed a towel over his shoulder-length hair. Having it drip all over his clothing while he met with Father just wouldn’t do. When he’d squeezed as much of the water from it as he could, he left the towel and went to the dressing room.

      Peregrine was there, laying out clothes.

      “That isn’t your job,” Edmund said.

      “I’m aware.”

      “I can select my own clothing.”

      “I’m aware of that as well. Put them on anyway.”

      Edmund laughed and did as he was told. Peregrine was only saving him time and knew what would be appropriate for him to wear, considering the meeting with Father and the day ahead. He pulled on undergarments and slim gray pants and dropped a sleeveless white shirt over his head. Peregrine held out a dark teal jacket for him, helping him shrug into the embroidered silk. Edmund murmured his thanks and fastened the jacket over his chest, fingers working quickly over the row of little silver buttons. When he was finished, he stepped into shoes and fastened the silver and aquamarine drop earrings Peregrine had just pulled from their box into his ears. It was the only jewelry Peregrine had chosen, and as he looked in the mirror, Edmund had to admit he was probably right in that. The clothing didn’t need more.

      “Thank you,” Edmund said.

      “My pleasure, Edmund.”

      “Perhaps I should have you dress me every day. You have an eye for it. Much better than anyone else. Do you think you’d prefer it to being my secretary?”

      Peregrine sent a stern frown at Edmund. “Funny.”

      It was, for any number of reasons. Only one being that Peregrine was frighteningly efficient in his present position and far too good at it to do anything else. In fact, he was far too skilled to be anything except a royal secretary, and it was Edmund’s good fortune to have him.

      “Shall we?” Peregrine didn’t mention that Edmund shouldn’t keep Father waiting, but he didn’t have to.

      “Yes. Catch me up on any changes to my schedule as we walk.”

      Peregrine did so, barely consulting his notebook. Edmund listened carefully as they left his rooms and strode through the palace corridors. His own wing, reserved for the rooms of the royal children, was quiet as it was only occupied by him and Kerenza. His sister would still be abed—she preferred to rise late when she had the opportunity—and he had no appointments that might bring anyone to his office until later in the day. When they passed out of the wing, the entrance marked by a three-tiered fountain decorated in mosaics of blue and green tiles, the corridors became more populated. But everyone gave way for the prince and his secretary, bowing as Edmund passed them.

      Father’s office was near the council chambers and other administrative offices in the main block of the palace. He worked sometimes in the small private library attached to his rooms, but all his official meetings took place here. If Edmund had any doubt that today’s summons was serious and formal, it would have been dispelled by the location of the meeting.

      Peregrine knocked when they arrived, and a moment later, the door was opened by Father’s secretary, who bowed and stepped aside. Edmund bowed slightly as soon as he entered the room, then walked closer to Father’s desk. Peregrine remained back near the closed door. Father looked up from the papers he was examining to study Edmund with a keen eye. Edmund was sure Father was cataloging every detail of his appearance from his attire to his still damp hair.

      Father was dressed formally, as Edmund would expect. His jacket was green, heavily embroidered in gold and white, the color vivid against his dark skin. The circlet of his rank sat on his head amid black curls now streaked with gray. Edmund had not worn his own circlet, deeming it unnecessary for the day he had planned; he hoped he wouldn’t regret that decision. The set of Father’s features caused Edmund’s stomach to churn unpleasantly.

      “You called for me, Father?”

      “Yes. Come sit down. I need to speak with you.” The seriousness of his tone did nothing to alleviate Edmund’s sudden concern.

      Edmund took the chair across from Father’s desk, hoping he properly concealed his anxiety. He’d been trained all his life to mask every emotion, so he’d best be able to. He looked at Father and waited for him to speak.

      “As you know, we’ve been pursuing an alliance with Aither,” Father said.

      And, of course, Edmund did know, though he hadn’t been involved in the negotiations. Aither sat at their western border. Theirs was generally a friendly border to begin with, trade flowing freely between the two countries, but Father and his council had hoped that the looming threat of Tycen’s aggression might worry Aither’s young queen as much as it had them and would tempt her into an alliance. Edmund hadn’t been informed about the state of the negotiations in some time. Had they gone horribly wrong?

      “We’ve come to an agreement with Queen Hollis.”

      “You—” Edmund stopped. He’d been so sure Father was going to say just the opposite that he couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “That’s wonderful, Father. Did the final agreement go as you’d hoped?”

      “We got what we needed from it.”

      “Good.” And yet the relief Edmund should’ve been feeling didn’t come. Father didn’t look as if he’d just concluded a successful negotiation, didn’t look as if he was pleased by the outcome. Or…no, not as if he was displeased, but too serious. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not at all. However, the promises of increased trade and mutual protection were not enough on their own to secure the alliance we needed.”

      Edmund wasn’t surprised, though he hadn’t been privy to the particulars of what Father wanted, aside from Aither standing with them should Tycen press their aggression. “What did they ask for?”

      “Queen Hollis and her advisors required more assurance of our compliance, and truth be told, I wasn’t upset to have more of theirs. They’re Air wielders, so they’re different from us, but Water and Air are compatible. Even if I would have preferred an alliance with no deeper entanglements.”

      “Father?” A rush of cold spread through Edmund’s veins.

      “You and Queen Hollis will wed with the expectation of a child being born within two years. The alliance will be secured by blood and all the stronger for it.”
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        * * *

      

      Edmund wasn’t stupid or naive; he knew the best way to seal an alliance such as this one was with a marriage and a child. But, somehow, he hadn’t consciously thought about it. Perhaps he hadn’t wanted to because if he’d thought about it, he’d have to accept that the marriage would be his.

      “Are you all right?” Peregrine hovered for a moment before sitting beside Edmund on the couch.

      “I’ll have to be, won’t I?” After Father had explained the terms and told Edmund to prepare to travel to Aither within the week, Edmund had silently returned to his rooms, Peregrine trailing behind him. “I have my duty.”

      “I hate that it has to come before your own well-being.” The vehemence in Peregrine’s voice kindled some warmth within Edmund, where there had only been numbness.

      “I’m all there is. With Gareth…gone, I’m all Father had to bargain with. Unless Queen Hollis put forth a different member of her family for Kerenza.” Not that he wished an alliance marriage on Kerenza. Arranged marriages had been the norm in their family for generations—all the more reason that he should have prepared for this moment. Nevertheless, Kerenza was young yet, and he wouldn’t push his responsibilities to Thalassa on her shoulders.

      “I almost wonder why she didn’t. Or why they didn’t put forth Prince Arden for you,” Peregrine mused. Edmund had asked Father why it would be her instead of Prince Arden—if Edmund married Aither’s prince, he would be able to stay in Thalassa, at least—but apparently Aither insisted he wed their queen. Peregrine continued, “She’s young, and while an alliance is in the cards for her, she can’t know if the tides will change and something more important come along. Unless they’re feeling the threat from Tycen as keenly as we are.”

      He hadn’t thought about it, and while they and Aither weren’t enemies by any means, Aither was insular enough that information wasn’t widely disseminated from its court. Queen Hollis had been on the throne only six months, after the sudden death of her father. There had been rumors at the time that he’d been assassinated, but no one had been able to confirm them. “Perhaps they are. The whole thing is moot anyway. The papers have been signed. It’s done.”

      “And still, I wish it didn’t have to be you.” Peregrine laid a hand on Edmund’s arm, the weight of it warm and comforting. “At least you get some time there before the wedding. Perhaps you can get to know her.”

      “Come to love her beforehand?” He swallowed back a bitter, sad laugh. Peregrine was the only one who knew about Edmund’s oddity. For a long time—as everyone else his age tittered over boys and girls, flirting and stealing kisses, and he had no interest in any of it—he’d thought he was strange and broken beyond repair. He’d faked what he could, avoided everything else. And then there had been Lior, first a tutor then a good friend, then much more. The attraction that followed his feelings for Lior had been stunning, and though the relationship couldn’t last, Edmund carried with him fond memories and some relief. He could want someone; he could be as giddy and infatuated as anyone else.

      Even if it hadn’t happened since.

      But now all he could do was dread a wedding night and the nights that followed as they tried to conceive an heir within the time required. Father’s concern was the alliance, and for that he would settle for marrying his son to someone with an Air Affinity, as it was compatible with Water and brought about the desired outcome. Edmund had never told Father of his worries about himself, and it wouldn’t matter if he had. Edmund’s duty was to his king and country; he’d been raised to put that duty first, would do so as prince and later king. Only…he wasn’t sure he could manage this, knew he didn’t want to. No wonder he hadn’t acknowledged what was likely to happen.

      Peregrine’s hand tightened on his arm. “What will you do?”

      “What can I do? I’ll travel to Aither and meet my intended. The alliance is the important part. If Tycen strikes at us, we’ll be stronger for it.” The safety of his people was the important thing. “Who knows? Perhaps I will fall in love with her before the wedding.”

      Peregrine had to hear the lack of optimism in his words. “Whatever happens, I’ll be there with you, my friend.”

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure about this? Are you absolutely sure it’s the best way?”

      “Yes. I’ve considered all the options. The council has too, if you trust them more than you do me.”

      Arden turned from the window at the snap in his sister’s tone. “Hollis. You know I trust your judgment, and you know I support you as my sister and my queen. I just want to make certain this is what you really want. You’re arranging a marriage for yourself with someone you’ve never met.”

      Hollis’s voice lashed out, sharper than before. “What I really want? Of course it isn’t. I don’t want to marry a man I’ve never met and be required to have his child to secure an alliance. I don’t want to have to constantly be on my guard, hoping that once I’m married to him and carrying his child, he won’t try to undermine my rule. I don’t want any of that, but it’s what I have to do. For Aither.”

      Arden opened his mouth and closed it again as he tried to figure out what to say. Hollis was standing behind her desk—the desk that, until half a year ago, had belonged to their father—glaring at Arden. Her green eyes, twins of Arden’s own, were narrowed. That, along with their height, was the only resemblance between them. Hollis’s hair was long, golden, and wavy, the mass of it pulled up and back in complicated braids and left to rain down her back. She’d been meeting with her council all morning and was dressed for it in a blue gown with full sweeping skirts.

      Arden had not been at the meeting. As such, he’d been dressed for a day with his books. “I didn’t mean that. I only worry for you. If you believe this is the best way, then I’ll do all I can to support you.”

      “It’s the only way. Father was assassinated, possibly by someone from Tycen, possibly by someone within the court. I’m in danger. We need this alliance as much as Thalassa does.”

      He didn’t want to think of Father’s death, so violent and sudden. Only by a trick of fate had Arden not been with him at the time. Part of him believed that if he’d been there, he could have done something, but even Father’s highly trained guards hadn’t been able to save him. There had been one attempt on Hollis’s life since, but nothing directed toward Arden, who, until Hollis produced a child, was his sister’s heir. They remained on guard but had somehow managed to keep knowledge of the attempt to kill Hollis and of the real cause of Father’s death from getting out. The alliance with Thalassa would provide needed support, even if it did come at a price.

      “When will he arrive?”

      “Soon. We have three months until the wedding can take place, but he’ll come early. I thought it best to get his measure first, and Thalassa didn’t disagree.”

      Father had only been gone six months, and no celebrations could be held until nine months after his death. Arden wasn’t sure whether that was good in this circumstance. Normally he would be happy for Hollis to have more time, but what if something damaged the alliance in the time between the papers being signed and the marriage? Could Thalassa back out? Hollis seemed content, and the members of the council drafting the agreement were by no means inexperienced. Surely, they would have protected Hollis and Aither. “That’s good, then. You’ll have some time.”

      “Yes, I suppose. I’m more worried about whether he can be trusted. At least, in so much as any outsider can be trusted.”

      Arden frowned. With Father’s assassination, they had to be more alert and suspicious, but he didn’t like distrusting someone solely because they came from outside Aither and were not of Air. “An alliance requires some level of trust, especially one secured in such a way.”

      Hollis’s head snapped up. “You don’t think I know that? I’m the one who has to marry him. Even with all the protections I can put in place, I will still be the most vulnerable person in this situation.”

      “I know you will. I’m sorry. I understand.”

      “You don’t. You can’t! You’re not the ruler of Aither. You’re not being pushed into an arranged marriage to save your country. You don’t have to wed and produce heirs and control your council and fight for respect. All while ruling a country. You can’t ever understand the responsibilities on my shoulders.”

      Arden heard the bitterness in Hollis’s words, knew logically that she was still grieving and taking out her frustration on him, but that didn’t stop the quick punch of hurt. He sucked in a breath and turned back to the window, unwilling to let Hollis see that her words had hit so hard. He looked out at the city below the castle, the trees beyond, and the soaring mountain peaks above them, letting the sight soothe him. He wished the window was open so he could feel the breeze on his face.

      “Arden. I’m only upset at the situation.”

      “I know.” He didn’t turn to face her. Knowing where her words came from didn’t help. He wasn’t in her position. He wasn’t king. He might be able to choose whom he spent his life with. But in reality, he wondered if anyone would want to marry him for anything other than his wealth and proximity to the throne. Arden and Hollis had been raised together, to respect their position and their duties, to carry the burdens of the royal family. He might not be in Hollis’s place, but he understood, and he stood by her.

      That she didn’t see that hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Arden didn’t return to his library when he left Hollis. Instead, he sought out Larkin in the rooms she shared with her husband in the North wing of the palace. A maid admitted him to her sitting room, and a moment later, Larkin glided in with her baby son in her arms. Without a word, she walked up to him and stretched up to kiss his cheek, then smoothly transferred the baby to him. He’d expected it, so he didn’t bobble the child, settling the sleeping baby comfortably in his arms without waking him.

      Arden let out a soft laugh. “Will I ever arrive here without you handing off your child immediately?”

      “No, and don’t complain. You love it.” The impish smile transformed her face from cool elegance to mischief in an instant. Arden saw the girl he’d grown up with, the two of them running wild—as much as he’d ever been wild, which wasn’t a great deal—with her twin brother. The twins—nearly identical in appearance with their black hair, pale gold skin, and sky blue eyes—were perhaps his only true friends. Then and now. Arden was nearly positive Father had assumed he would marry one of them, but Arden had never felt more than friendship for either of them.

      “What brings you to me? You’re usually working at this time of day, so I doubt it’s a social call.” Larkin sat on one of the sitting room’s comfortable couches, spreading her skirts neatly around her.

      Arden lowered himself into the chair at her elbow, careful not to jostle Gower—who probably should have been napping in his cradle, but Arden wouldn’t complain at the chance to hold him. Not that he’d ever admit that to Larkin. She’d be insufferable.

      “I assume you know about the outcome of the negotiations.”

      “Of course.” It wasn’t even a question. Never mind that the existence of the negotiations was supposed to be secret; she would know, and so would Ciaran. The twins were two of the best spies he’d ever heard of, and he was grateful they were his—nearly as grateful as he was that he had their friendship at all.

      “What whispers have you heard on the wind about Prince Edmund?” Arden didn’t expect much more than the generalities he already knew—the twins were far more effective for him close to home—but it was worth asking. Once the prince and his retinue arrived, they’d most assuredly hear more quickly.

      “Worried about Her Majesty? You always were a protective brother, no matter that you’re younger than she is.”

      “She’d do the same for me.” Arden pushed his sister’s sharp words from his mind. The situation was difficult for her. “And she’s in a tough position. She was thrust into governing too soon and with too little experience. Father taught her, prepared her, but her council doesn’t fully trust her yet. I need to make sure this marriage isn’t something that’s going to undermine her.”

      Larkin nodded. “From what Ciaran has gleaned about the agreements signed, the negotiations seem to have come out well for both sides. Her Majesty and Prince Edmund have to marry and produce an heir to seal the alliance within two years, which is a lot to ask of them, but I suppose not more than any child of a royal house expects to be asked at some point. If it holds, we’ll have far more protection from Tycen.”

      Larkin was one of few outside the family and council who knew that Father had probably been assassinated by someone acting under the orders of Tycen; she and Ciaran knew the danger. Arden sighed. “I know there’s little else we could have done, but I hate for her to go through everything she has.”

      “It hasn’t been easy for you either,” she said softly, her voice filled with compassion.

      “No, but I wasn’t pushed onto the throne.” He took a breath. He didn’t mind that, no matter what some said. His role was not to rule, and he’d never assumed it would be. “Prince Edmund?”

      She accepted the change back to the original subject easily enough. “I’ve never heard anything bad about him, no scandals or misbehavior. Or none that’s made its way this far. He seems to be an intelligent man, devoted to his kingdom. I’ve heard that he has some power.”

      Water magic. The entire royal family of Thalassa possessed the power in some measure or other. It would pair well enough with their own Air magic. The two Elements didn’t clash, and the child produced would end up with one or the other. It would be odd for someone with Water magic to rule Aither, as their family had had only rulers skilled in Air magic for generations. “His House hasn’t married outside families with Water in the bloodlines, have they? Or at least not in a long time.”

      “They must really want this alliance.”

      “Yes. I wonder if their situation is worse than they’ve let on.”

      “That, I don’t know. Perhaps Ciaran will be able to tell you something when he returns.”

      “He isn’t going into Thalassa, is he?” Ciaran was leaving today, but Arden hadn’t thought his travels would take him so far.

      “No. But he’s visiting friends closer to the border. They might have heard rumors.”

      “I suppose so.” He’d have to wait and see, even if he didn’t like it. The agreements were signed, so it wasn’t as if he could do anything, but he wanted to be prepared.

      “You know he’ll send word if he hears something important, or just return early. It’s only a pleasure jaunt for him.”

      “He deserves his time away.” The baby whimpered in his arms, his little face scrunching up. Hoping to avert crying, Arden shifted Gower to his shoulder and stood. He gently rocked back and forth, trying to lull the baby before he fully woke up. He smiled as Gower went boneless against his shoulder.

      “You’re good at that.”

      Arden grinned at Larkin. “Well, you keep handing him to me. I’ve had to learn.”

      “You argue too much. You enjoy it.”

      “He’s a beautiful baby. And good, when he isn’t screaming.”

      Larkin laughed. “I agree. And still.”

      He shook his head at her and kept rocking the baby. “He should be in his nursery sleeping.”

      “Yes, but I don’t like to let him go sometimes. And you love a few minutes with him too.” She smiled again when he didn’t deny it. “Do you want children, Arden? I don’t think we ever talked about it. Do you want to be a father someday?”

      Arden froze for just a second before continuing to rock Gower. “I haven’t thought about it.”

      He was lying, of course, but there was no reason to think about any of it now.
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      “I hate that you have to go.”

      “I won’t be gone forever.” Edmund dredged up a smile for his sister. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “I’m not stupid, Edmund,” Kerenza said. “I know that isn’t true.”

      “I know you’re not stupid. You’re right. I don’t know when I’ll be back or how soon I’ll see you again.” He walked over and took her hands. “But I will see you.”

      The sheen of tears made her dark eyes glisten. She blinked rapidly, and her hands tightened on his. “I don’t want you to go.”

      He sighed. With Kerenza, there was no need to lie. “I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave you or home, but I have to.”

      She stepped closer and hugged him tightly. “I know you do. I just wish there was someone else who could. That it didn’t have to be you.”

      “But there isn’t.” He wouldn’t ask it of anyone else even if there was, despite his own feelings about what he was about to do. “I would never ask it of you, but you can’t anyway. The most important part of this isn’t the marriage. It’s the child. There’s no one for you to marry with whom you could have a child. And Gareth is gone.”

      “If he wasn’t, he could have done this.” She spoke into his chest, but he still understood the muffled words.

      He drew back a little, until she looked up at him. “Would you have wanted him to?”

      She closed her eyes. “No. I hate that he’s gone. I miss him.”

      “I do too.” They didn’t speak of their brother often—and never in front of Father—but they both missed him. Edmund hated that they’d lost him, hated that he’d had to let Gareth go. “I’d feel better leaving you if he were here. You wouldn’t be alone.”

      “I’m never alone.” Her smile was a wry twist of her lips, an expression that showed the extra years their positions added. “You should know that.”

      “And you know full well what I mean.”

      “I do. But I’ll muddle along. I have Romilly. I can trust her.”

      He was grateful that Kerenza had their cousin Romilly. In their position, having someone who could be trusted implicitly was all too rare. Everyone wanted something from the children of the king or was looking for some way to gain leverage through them. Or could be a threat. He hated leaving Kerenza alone to cope with court, no matter how capable she was. “I’m glad you’ll have her.”

      “You’re taking Peregrine with you?”

      “I am.” He was thankful that Peregrine wanted to accompany him, knowing it would be a long time before they saw home and the sea again. Peregrine hadn’t seemed to think there had even been a serious possibility he wouldn’t go; he’d called Edmund ridiculous when he gave him the option of staying behind. Edmund couldn’t take many people with him—not at first, but perhaps later others might join him.

      “Good. You’ll have someone too.” Kerenza stared up at him for a while. “Do you think you’ll like her? Queen Hollis?”

      “I don’t know her. But I hope so.” Father and his council weren’t happy about the delay before the wedding, but privately Edmund was pleased. Not at the circumstances, obviously—the only reason for the wait was that, by law, no one in his family could marry for nine months following the king’s death—but for the reprieve it gave him.

      “I hope so too. I’d rather you loved her, but we’re not meant for love matches.”

      He hated the resignation in her voice. Hated it more than if she’d raged. Perhaps that was why he felt the need to reassure. “That doesn’t mean we can’t have them. Perhaps I’ll get to Aither and fall in love.”

      Her smiled was tinged with sadness, but at least she smiled. “I hope you do. I hope you find love and happiness there.”

      He tried to keep his own skepticism hidden, always more difficult with Kerenza—and once upon a time, with Gareth. They could see past each other’s masks. But he would keep up this fiction of hope they’d created for her. “Don’t worry. Even if I do, I won’t forget about you.”

      She laughed, much to his delight. “You’d best not. I’m expecting letters. Lots of letters until I see you again.”

      “And you’ll get them.”

      “Good.”

      “I should make sure everything’s been packed properly. And that everything I wanted was packed.” He wasn’t certain when he would be back, and since the agreement put no limits on what he could bring with him, he wasn’t holding back.

      “I’ll leave you to it for now. Unless you need help?”

      “No, but thank you.”

      “All right.” Kerenza hesitated. “Mother wants to see you before you go. Will you see her?”

      “Of course.” And he couldn’t care less what the rest of the court or Father thought about it.

      Mother lived in a separate residence on the palace grounds when she wasn’t at her castle farther up the coast. Both residences were comfortable and decorated to befit a queen, but both were isolated. Father hadn’t set her aside after Gareth’s Affinity became apparent, probably to avoid the scandal, but he didn’t have anything more to do with her than he had to either. Edmund sometimes wondered if Father would have divorced her and taken a new wife if she hadn’t given him other heirs already. He didn’t like thinking it, but then, he didn’t like thinking of the estrangement between his parents, or what it had done to each of them. Edmund doubted Mother would even come to the palace if not for her children. Father had forbidden him and Kerenza from visiting her at the castle.

      One of Mother’s servants opened the door for him and dropped into a curtsy. He found Mother out on the terrace. Her ladies were with her—three women loyal enough to follow her into an unofficial exile and trustworthy enough to never divulge the reason for it. Mother looked up and smiled as he walked through the open door. She still looked young, only a handful of silver strands scattered through her thick blonde hair, a few lines etched into the pale skin of her face. Though it was doubtful she would see anyone else that day, she was dressed in a rich green silk gown, the shade matching the green streak in her hair that spiraled through her upswept curls, and emerald jewelry—necklace, earrings dangling at her ears, combs sparkling in her hair. The only ring she wore was her wedding ring.

      “Edmund. It’s good to see you, dearest.” She held out her hands to him as her ladies filed inside and closed the door behind them.

      He hastened over to take them and bent to kiss her cheek. “Hello, Mother. How are you today?”

      “All the better for seeing you. Sit with me.”

      He took the chair at her side. “I didn’t expect you back so soon. How was your trip?”

      The castle was only about a day’s journey along the coast, but she didn’t make the trip very often. “Easy, despite the storms. We arrived late last night, and I came to see you, of course. Did you think I would let you leave without seeing you? Your sister wrote to me.”

      Shame washed through him at her words. “I should have written to you myself.”

      “Your father should have told me.”

      True, but he obviously hadn’t, and perhaps Edmund should have expected that. “I should have written to you,” he repeated. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” She took his hand. “You shouldn’t have to do this. Certainly not this way.”

      “It’s my duty to my kingdom.”

      “You’re this kingdom’s heir. You will hold its throne. Marrying for the good of Thalassa is one thing. Being sent from it for an indeterminate amount of time is quite another. It isn’t right, and it isn’t done.” Her expression and tone were fierce, though he knew she wasn’t angry with him. The way she looked reminded him what a magnificent queen she’d been—strong and graceful and well-loved by her people. He hated that Father had pushed her from the role.

      But he never asked Mother if she’d done what Father accused her of. He didn’t want to believe it, so he didn’t want to know at all.

      “There’s no one else, Mother, and the alliance will protect us all. We all knew I would end up marrying for the country.” Perhaps if he said it often enough, he would convince himself.

      Mother stared at him, a look he remembered well from his childhood, one that told him she could see right through him. She always could. “But it isn’t right that you have to leave. You should be here at the king’s side until such time as you become king. Your place is here, and the person you’re to marry should have come to you. Your brother⁠—”

      “Gareth is gone, so there’s no use talking about it.”

      “This is rightfully his duty.” Mother shook her head. “No, listen to me. I want my children to be happy. I want you all to be loved. But you’re children of the royal house. Your brother and sister were raised to know this is their duty. They would marry for the good of the kingdom if they were called on to do so, and we all know that it’s more likely than not that they would. You were raised to that too, but more, you’ve been raised as heir to the throne. You should never be sent away.”

      “Gareth is gone,” he repeated. “So, it falls to me.”

      “I don’t like it.” She sighed. “Be well, my son. I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      Edmund hadn’t known exactly what to expect when he set out for Aither. He’d traveled much of his own kingdom but never left it. He traveled by carriage, a small contingent of guards escorting him. Peregrine rode in the carriage with him and did his best to keep Edmund occupied and distracted. He knew very well what Peregrine was trying to do and was fondly amused. And just a bit grateful.

      When they arrived at the border, they were met by a contingent of Aither guards who joined them for the rest of the journey. Edmund’s own guards would see him safely delivered to the castle and then return home, leaving him on his own but for Peregrine and one personal guard. The sense of vulnerability and exposure was odd and unfamiliar—he’d spent his whole life surrounded by guards loyal to his family and kingdom. The idea of not knowing whether he could trust anyone made him uneasy. Logically, he knew they had to protect him, if only to protect their own queen and the alliance she’d made. But it was little comfort, especially with a looming threat to Thalassa.

      He found some distraction when the landscape began to change. They climbed upward—rolling hills becoming higher and steeper, air that had been pleasantly warm on the coast taking on the chill of autumn, leaves that had still been green at home changing to red and rust and gold. Edmund’s first sight of the mountains pulled a gasp from him; he might have been embarrassed if Peregrine hadn’t done the same.

      It looked like a painting, and so different from home he almost ached looking at it. The castle towered above the capital city, shooting up from the rock of the mountains, white towers gleaming in the moonlight as they reached toward the sky. As the carriage rattled through the empty nighttime streets, stone buildings silent and dark around them, Edmund kept his eyes on the bright white of the castle, seized by a sudden burst of fear as reality came crashing down upon him. This was to be his home? For how long? Forever? Could he stay here, so far from everything he loved, indefinitely?

      His breathing sped up, and his heart raced so fast he thought it might burst in his chest. He couldn’t arrive in this state—or worse, unconscious. Head swimming, he groped for a way to calm himself. Peregrine laid a hand on his arm, as if sensing Edmund’s sudden distress. Edmund wanted to shake him off, to stand strong even here, but they were alone, he and his friend. And he was too pathetically grateful for Peregrine’s support and presence keeping him from walking into this new life all alone. He let that feeling seep into him, with the warmth of his friend’s hand, and timed his breaths to Peregrine’s slow even ones.
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        * * *

      

      The day of Prince Edmund’s arrival came too soon for Arden. He hadn’t been able to learn anything more about the man. Ciaran brought nothing back from his trip except the vague assertion that no one had heard anything objectionable about Prince Edmund. That he was a good prince, a good heir to his father and king. Arden tried to take comfort in that, but he couldn’t quite manage to calm himself. Hollis had committed herself to marrying this man in the hopes of bringing them added security. She hadn’t consulted him, something else that worried him as he’d been by her side since Father was killed. She had other advisors, of course, but he’d thought his place was with her, helping and supporting her in her rule.

      Arden was by her side at Prince Edmund’s arrival. Or at least at his presentation at court. The group from Thalassa had arrived late the previous night. Too late for them to be presented to Hollis. They had been properly met and shown to their rooms in the guest wing. This morning, the court gathered in the large throne room to meet Prince Edmund.

      When Arden was a child, he’d been awed by the room and by Father sitting on its throne. The arched ceiling soared above the white and silver marble floor. Light from large windows and candles in crystal sconces made the room glow softly. Before he was old enough to attend court, he’d sometimes snuck into the small gallery at one end of the room to watch the proceedings, and the airy chamber with its dancing breeze seemed so magical. He’d learned, of course, that the proceedings weren’t always particularly exciting, but he’d never been able to shake those first impressions.

      Today, the throne room was crowded with courtiers. Their period of heavy mourning had ended just recently. Arden found it inconceivable that Father had been gone over six months, so the brightly dressed courtiers were somewhat jarring. He still expected the somber colors of mourning. Only Mother preferred the darker colors still, though she’d put aside her blacks and grays, because to not do so would be to show disrespect to the new queen. He’d had to remind himself that the pale blue of his chosen attire was perfectly appropriate and stop himself from reaching for something darker.

      Part of him truly couldn’t believe that Father was gone at all, let alone had died—had been killed, murdered—months ago. He still thought he would find Father in his study, hunched over his desk, if he went looking. But if he really thought about it, perhaps it felt even longer. So much was different.

      Hollis sat on the throne from which Father had reigned for years, for almost as long as Arden could remember. The elegant throne was made of silver swirls, mimicking the sweep of wind through the sky. The throne looked deceptively delicate but was heavy and strong in truth, something Father often used as a metaphor to Arden and Hollis. Arden still wasn’t used to seeing Hollis on the throne, but she sat there naturally, with all the authority of her position as queen. He’d never doubted her ability to rule—she’d been learning from Father since she could walk—but he was still proud of her.

      Her new council hovered on the other side of her throne, Jago beside her and the others on the floor below the dais. Their constant presence struck Arden as odd, and a little irritating. Aither hadn’t had a queen in her own right in several generations. Perhaps her new council just didn’t know what to do with the idea, despite having all of Hollis’s life to get used to it.

      Hollis interrupted his musings by gesturing with one hand, the pearly white paint on her nails gleaming in the light. The herald struck his staff against the floor. The room quieted immediately, the assembled courtiers turning their attention to the doors. He then announced the prince, calling out the long string of names and titles in a voice that carried over the crowd to the dais where Arden waited beside Hollis. Though Arden knew every one of them, he found himself turning the names over in his mind, wondering what the man would be like.

      He would know soon enough.

      The tall doors, polished wood with silver and gold set in a fluid pattern over the entire surface, were pulled open, and Prince Edmund stepped through.

      Arden hadn’t expected the punch of instant attraction and didn’t much care for it. He had certainly been attracted to people before and had a couple of discreet liaisons when he’d found a potential lover he could trust, but he’d seldom felt an attraction so sudden and visceral, one that had him wondering what it would be like if he dragged Edmund off to bed.

      But this was his sister’s intended—for an alliance marriage that was meant to secure the safety of their kingdom.

      Still, Arden understood his own reaction. Edmund was breathtaking. He had light brown skin and shining dark brown hair that waved around his face. He was tall, with broad, strong shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist and hips and long legs. The heavily embroidered silk jacket and slim pants he wore—obviously in the style of the Thalassan court—showed off his body to its best advantage. He carried himself as the prince he was. No uncertainty, no unnecessary deference in his posture, even as he walked into a foreign court very nearly alone, and Arden respected him for it.

      Edmund stopped at the right distance from the dais and bowed to exactly the correct degree and not one bit more, holding it for the correct amount of time as well. He’d studied their protocols. When Edmund straightened, he looked to Hollis first, of course. But Arden found himself wanting this man to take notice of him too.

      Preposterous.

      Edmund glanced at Arden a bare moment later, as if he’d heard Arden’s silly thought. Arden had to swallow back a gasp. Because Edmund’s eyes were as beautiful as the rest of him, and telling. Dark, rich brown, shot through with vibrant green. Arden hadn’t been aware that Edmund possessed such a strong Affinity for Water magic, or that he’d become strong in its practice.
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        * * *

      

      After a night’s sleep made possible by exhaustion, Edmund felt steadier and slightly ashamed about the incident in the carriage, but Peregrine never mentioned it, didn’t even betray that it had happened with a flicker of his eyes. Edmund forced himself to put it aside. He had far more important things to worry about. He wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize this alliance for Thalassa.

      He followed his escort through the airy, high-ceilinged halls, Peregrine walking one step behind him at his right. Peregrine carried the small box with the gift Edmund had brought for Hollis. They’d both dressed with care for this first meeting. Edmund would have no other opportunity; he had to make sure they were at least open to his presence now, that they would look upon him favorably. If they didn’t, it would make his life here—as the queen’s consort—immeasurably more difficult.

      Despite that, when the doors to the throne room opened, he kept his gaze focused straight ahead at the few people on the dais. He had an impression of the room, of the rapt attention of the courtiers, but he would rely on Peregrine for more detailed information later. Edmund even ignored the flutter of a breeze that sifted through his hair as he stepped into the room. It shouldn’t have been a surprise to feel the movement of Air magic in a court centered by it—Water magic permeated his home—and he wouldn’t show a reaction to it. He could not be seen gawking, and while he had to show proper respect to the queen, he could not lower himself below his own station. Good thing he’d trained for complicated situations such as these his whole life.

      He studied the people on the dais as he approached, keeping his steps steady and slow. Queen Hollis sat on a gleaming silver throne, flanked by men standing at either side of her. One was likely her brother. He wasn’t sure about the other. Another relative, maybe? An advisor of some kind?

      Hollis was lovely by any standard. She had large eyes set in a pale oval face. Her cheeks were flushed delicately, her lips a rosy pink. Her hair was swept over one shoulder, falling in thick curls nearly to her waist. The closest description he could come to its color was rose gold, one curl streaked with a strand of icy blue-white. A crown of diamonds and pearls nestled in the curls on her head. More diamonds and pearls circled her neck and dripped from her ears. Her gown was bright blue, the skirts that spread around her overlaid with silvery lace. She watched him as he approached, her face expressionless, her eyes watchful.

      Her brother—Arden, Edmund remembered—was equally striking, and Edmund had to force himself to only study him covertly. It wouldn’t do to take his attention from Hollis, but Arden drew it nevertheless. Edmund didn’t think Arden stood as tall as he did, but he had a willowy frame that gave the illusion of height. Arden had dressed in ice blue trimmed in pale silver from head to toe. A sash wrapped around his slender waist and tied at his side; a short cape swept back, hanging from silver clasps at his shoulders. But his face, undeniably lovely and intriguing, drew Edmund in. His skin was alabaster, his eyes wide and green, mouth full and lush. Chin-length copper curls topped his head, a sparkle of diamonds just visible through them at Arden’s ears. The curls were streaked with icy blue-white.

      The number of streaks surprised Edmund. An Affinity for a particular element’s magic wouldn’t produce changes in hair or eye color on its own; only prolonged practice and strength of magic would do that. It wasn’t common any longer for royalty to take that time to learn and practice beyond the smallest uses of magic—hence the single streak through Hollis’s hair. Most directly in line for the throne didn’t bother studying much magic as they weren’t likely to have to use it. Royal cousins were far more apt to train extensively. Edmund had broken with tradition and indulged his interest, and his eyes had changed accordingly. It seemed that Arden had done the same and quite extensively.

      Perhaps that shared interest might be a point in common between them. He couldn’t expect friendship, but maybe Arden could become an ally. Certainly, it would help if he and Hollis’s brother got along. And if he longed for more than that, for a friend without the constraints on his relationship with Peregrine, then he’d have to put that aside, as he had so often in the past.

      When Edmund’s measured walk brought him to the foot of the dais, he bent into a bow. He’d learned the protocols for meeting nobility of the surrounding kingdoms years ago and had been tutored once more before he left. Father and his council were taking no chances. He straightened from his bow and looked at the queen. She didn’t display even a flicker of emotion. Not encouraging. She was bound by the same rules and expectations he was, but he would have liked something—some small sign of welcome.

      He glanced to Arden before he even thought. Before he could stop himself from making that small breach in protocol. Arden’s gaze, vivid and green, caught his and held it. Arden’s eyes were not emotionless. There was an intensity in them that Edmund felt down to his toes and left him mildly shaken. He fought the urge to look down or turn away. Either of those actions would be an insult to Hollis and her brother. Instead, he forced his attention back to Hollis, hoping his moment of inattention had gone unnoticed.

      Hollis gave no indication that she’d seen his lapse, but the man on the other side of the throne gave the briefest impression of a frown. Edmund didn’t react and wouldn’t let himself worry.

      “Prince Edmund, welcome to Aither,” Hollis said in a clear, bell-like voice. “We hope you’ll be at home here.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” He inclined his head in a gracious nod. Was meeting one’s intended bride always so awkward? Was it only because of the public nature of the meeting? He hoped when they spoke in private some of that awkwardness would melt away. “I’m sure I will. I’m looking forward to seeing more of your beautiful land. I’ve brought a gift for you from Thalassa.”

      Peregrine handed him the box, which he presented to Hollis. It was difficult to tell if the necklace inside pleased her, but she thanked him properly.

      “My brother, Prince Arden.” Hollis gestured gracefully toward Arden, confirming Edmund’s guess as to his identity.

      Edmund inclined his head to Arden, who returned the gesture. They studied each other again in those brief seconds. Edmund wondered what Arden saw. Did he worry about how Edmund would treat his sister? Edmund wouldn’t blame him; he’d feel much the same toward anyone who married Kerenza.

      Hollis continued, “It would be Arden’s honor to show you more of the castle and surrounding countryside.”

      Arden’s sharp look told Edmund that he hadn’t been aware of that plan. He was good though. An instant later, when he looked at Edmund, his emotions had smoothed out once more. “An honor and a pleasure, Prince Edmund.”

      “The honor is mine. Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “Good,” Hollis said. “But for now, come sit with me, Prince Edmund, and meet the court of Aither.”

      As she spoke, a chair was placed beside her. It was a fancifully carved piece that was likely stronger than it appeared, something he’d noticed of the furniture style since he’d arrived. The man who’d stood where the chair was placed stepped back, and Edmund wondered if he imagined the reluctance to relinquish his place. Edmund had thought advisor, perhaps relation, but he wondered suddenly if the man was more. He didn’t begrudge Hollis someone to love, but he didn’t care for the implications for the alliance.

      Unable to do anything else, not that he had cause to, he nodded graciously once more and climbed the dais. He settled into the cushioned seat and looked out over the crowd. They seemed eager enough. Happy their queen was marrying? Pleased with the alliance? Or trying to begin currying favor with someone who would be close to the queen? Closest, in theory, though if Hollis did have a lover that assumption wouldn’t hold up. Peregrine would have the lay of the land soon enough; Edmund trusted him to ferret out the truth. He glanced to Peregrine, who had faded back when Edmund took his seat. As Edmund expected, Peregrine was paying sharp attention to everything around him. Good.

      Edmund turned his attention forward again as the first courtier was announced.
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