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PROLOGUE
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One minute ago, everything was peaceful.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Edlyn,” Cerrick warns.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey, Cerrick.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah. I know. Be seeing you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Come in.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Edlyn bows and keeps the door firmly closed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cerrick frowns. “Then how—”

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

“Which one?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Breathe, Cerrick. Calm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He belongs in the shadows, not the light.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Njord.

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

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

Husband.

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

“And I you.” Njord’s voice is low and thickly accented, the slightest bit gravelly, but Cerrick has never seen a more friendly smile. It’s disarming. “Call me Njord, please. Despite the formality of this marriage, it is still a marriage, and I would like to treat it as such.” He grins. “My family had to work hard to convince me a marriage not made from love would be worth it.”

“Njord,” the queen chastises, “is that really what you want to tell your new husband within the first few minutes of meeting him? You’ll scare him away before he’ll even give you a chance.”

Cerrick is keenly aware of the royal family’s eyes on him. He wants to ask for privacy but doesn’t want to seem rude, so instead he finds himself struggling to remember this aspect of Aeton culture. Is the family usually this involved in the proceedings, or is that just royalty?

Before he can think of a response, Njord sighs and says, “You’re right. Cerrick, please be forewarned, I can be an ass at times.”

Cerrick suppresses a hysterical laugh, thinking of Andor’s words.

“I may say things that can be interpreted the wrong way,” Njord clarifies. “Please know it is likely a simple idiotic mistake on my part, not the truth.”

“Telling him about your flaws on the first day, too,” says Njord’s sister Alva, a smiling girl with light brown skin and black hair. The pin on her black cloak marks her as the head of Aeton’s healers. She speaks perfect Kryc, as does Queen Brenda and every Aeton that Cerrick has spoken to so far.

Njord is head of the army, Cerrick knows, having studied the royal family in the weeks leading up to now. Today, Njord’s not wearing any weapons—visibly, anyway.

“You’re making all kinds of smart decisions,” Alva continues. “This is why we waited to force you into a marriage for so long.”

“Let me make a fool of myself on my own terms!” Njord laughs, making a shooing motion. “All of you, go. I see enough of you as it is. No sooner than tonight’s feast do I want to see your faces again.”

The royal family let out exaggerated sighs and get to their feet, dragging skirts and coattails with them and their guards. Cerrick breathes a little easier once they’re out of the room, hoping they won’t be returning for the introductions Njord robbed them of. They have tonight’s dinner for that.

“I think anything said can be interpreted the wrong way,” Cerrick says the moment the door closes.

Njord nods. “Wise words. From what I hear, you are well versed in the art of words. Perhaps sometime, you would like to describe your extensive studies to me?”

Nurture, but not overly much. “Only if you’d be willing to share your knowledge of soldiers and weapons.” Cerrick gestures at him. “I assumed you’d be proudly wearing one. Your famous Pointstaff.”

Njord smiles. “I can trust the guards to keep me alive for one day. And of course, of course, I’ll tell you. Where are my manners?” He walks to the door and signals to the guards outside. “If you’d be kind enough to follow me.”

Cerrick resists the urge to compare him to the butler at his family’s manor.

Njord, flanked by guards, leads Cerrick up a set of blue and brown spiral stairs to a wide, airy hallway with a wide window at the end.

There’s so much light in Aeton. The abundance of the sun dipping in and out from behind fluffy white clouds is far from the gray sky Cerrick is used to. He can’t remember the last time the sun showed itself in the northern half of Kryos, where Cerrick has lived his whole life. Legends say it never has.

Of course, this isn’t the first time he’s seen sunlight, but it’s jarring to feel its warmth again, nonetheless.

Njord makes the guards look tiny, and his bootsteps thunder on the golden wood. They go through door set after door set, each more guarded and more ornate than the next. Cerrick is going to get so lost.

Njord blows through yet another golden door and leads them down what he assures is the last hallway, to a white door with green accents painted on in stripes. In a similar fashion, what Cerrick has glimpsed of the town below is colorful, every house painted something bright and cheery.

“This is my suite,” Njord says, fiddling with a big keyring and unlocking the door. He hands Cerrick his own set of keys. Practical, necessary, but still enough to shock Cerrick into speechlessness.

Njord continues, “You have to come through here to get to your own room, but you’re welcome to come here to be with me any time.” He smiles and holds open the door, motioning him in. Cerrick squeezes past his huge frame, ducking inside.

The room’s walls are white and teal, and the light fixture overhead is gold, polished so he can see his reflection in it. A bed as big as his parents’ in his childhood home sits against the wall, though this one is close to the ground with a modest headboard. A window with curtains drawn aside reveals a balcony overlooking the city. The room smells fresh and welcoming.

Njord crosses the room to another door, this one white and painted with purple accents. “This is a conjoining door. We both have to unlock it for it to open.” He gestures to the key on Cerrick’s keyring. The other side must already be unlocked, as it swings open unimpeded.

The layout and decoration are much the same, except this suite has a writing desk in front of a window facing the city, and the balcony is inaccessible from this side. The fluffy rug under the handsome table is white, and the metal detail in the room is all gold or silver.

“Is this decorated just for me?” Cerrick asks. “Kryc colors?”

“Yes.” Njord treats this like it’s an everyday occurrence to completely change a room for its guest. Cerrick didn’t grow up in a palace, he grew up in a moderately lavish manor where he never felt comfortable enough to personalize. These huge changes reduced to something so simple—it touches him.

Njord makes a beeline for a bottle of pink-red liquid sitting on the desk with two glasses beside it. Cerrick can’t find it in him to be offended that this was planned.

Njord pours them both a drink and hands one to Cerrick. He takes a sniff; it’s not wine, and it’s cold.

“This is bura, a drink of my people. It’s made from a variety of fruit juices native to Aeton. Here’s to you,” Njord says, raising his glass before drinking.

“To us,” Cerrick corrects diplomatically. He tries the bura and finds it crisp and refreshing. It’s not sweet, but it could easily become addictive, even though Njord says it doesn’t have a drop of alcohol in it.

“Your Kryc is better than I expected it to be. I’m impressed.” Cerrick lifts the glass to his lips and holds it there, hoping to look like he isn’t searching for things to say.

Njord smiles. “Thank you. As a prince, naturally they tried to teach me the language of the people we share a border with. However, even in childhood, I was hopeless at it. At any language. Sometimes I even struggle with my own. For you, though, I made an effort these past few weeks.”

Cerrick nearly chokes on his drink. He passes it off as a cough and says in what he hopes is a casual tone, “That’s...a very kind gesture.”

Njord waves it off. “The battlefield is the only language I’ve ever fully understood, but I didn’t see the point of not being able to speak to my husband without a translator in the room.”

That makes Cerrick’s breath catch; he’s very glad his throat isn’t full of alcohol at that moment.

Njord sets the glass down and strides across the room in a few quick steps. He picks up a large, wrapped package sitting on a wooden chair by the door. The creases in the brown paper are neat, and a huge red bow is tied on top. “I brought you a wedding gift.”

He hands it to a stunned Cerrick, who takes it hesitantly and sits in the chair. The package reaches across his entire lap. “Thank you. I didn’t get you anything, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Njord smiles and sits on the edge of the bed. “I wasn’t expecting you to.”

He folds his hands and waits. Cerrick takes the cue and tugs at the bow, trying to ignore Njord’s eyes boring into him. Cerrick is completely flabbergasted. Njord got him a gift? What kind of person would do that in a diplomatic marriage? Behind closed doors, no less, where there are no prying eyes? He was expecting civility at best. At worst, he expected to be ignored or shunned outright.

He feels rather foolish for how he’s holding his breath like this will mean something. The gift will probably be something like—like—he doesn’t even know, because this is so strange.

A note welcoming him to Aeton. Some perfume from a shop in town. A piece of jewelry for him to wear during a banquet, to make him look pretty beside Njord. Even that would be generous.

All of his movements are awkward and calculated, and he’s acutely aware of every little thing. Where does he leave the ribbon, on the floor?

After a minute’s indecision, he tucks it under the box on his lap. Why does Njord have to stare so intensely? What would Andor want Cerrick to do here, he wonders as he’s tearing off the paper in a way that hopefully isn’t too loud.

Why couldn’t Andor make him a handbook for every situation? They didn’t plan for this.

Don’t be childish, he scolds himself. You have conversed with the high court of Ressegal moments before assassinating one of their councilmen. You have dealt with conspiracies in the Oslands from afar, and ones in the seven dukedoms of Kryos. You can open a package in front of your husband.

Husband.

The very word in his head makes him pause.

At least with all those others, he had Edlyn by his side.

He tears off the last of the paper and pulls aside the lid of the box, peeling back layers of thin paper. Inside is a swath of blue fabric with black fur at the top, from what he can tell. He runs his fingers over the fur, wickedly soft. And then it clicks. 

“Oh,” he breathes, slowly holding it up and unfolding it. It’s a cloak, heavy and long as the ones worn in Kryos. This one is rich enough to rival the oligarchs’ cloaks. The outside is the rich, royal blue of Kryos, but the inside is lined entirely with soft black fur that adorns the collar. The hems are embroidered with silver and gold. It’s thick and warm and strong enough to last a lifetime.

“Do you like it?” Njord asks, as a nervous young boy would.

Cerrick scrambles for words. “I don’t know what to say. I love it, thank you. You are so very kind.” He can’t stop staring at it. No one is this thoughtful in Kryos. Not to strangers. Not to husbands they just informed they thought they would only marry for love.

“You’re welcome.”

Cerrick looks at Njord in breathless awe. He’s smiling softly. Proud. Elated but trying to hide it, push it down. He’s turning his hands over and over like he needs an outlet for his energy.

If this is Njord’s joy repressed, Cerrick doesn’t want to know what it looks like unleashed.
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THEIR WEDDING DINNER that night is nothing short of chaotic, exactly what Cerrick knew he was in for while researching Aeton weddings. The famous ceremonies with all their colors and chaos and thousands of guests spill over into the night. Drunken nobles, warriors, and commoners alike gather into the hall for festivities.

Cerrick quit drinking after the foolish night that led to him stumbling his way into the Order of the Ice, and Njord says he never started drinking in the first place. Himself and Njord and a handful of others share more of the cold, delicious bura. The royal family, however, are not abstainers.

Cerrick finds himself laughing as the crown princess roars herself into a fit, challenging a terrified young noblewoman to a game of cards that ends with the table broken in two.

Njord is shaking his head fondly and ordering Alva to escort Rosalia to bed before she harms anyone or anything else. “Yes, I know I’m head of security, no, I won’t do it myself, it’s my own damn wedding!” he argues while Cerrick is still trying to catch his breath.

He’s sure he’s never had such fun in his life. Not even after freeing himself and Edlyn from the Order of the Ice was he this giddy. That night wasn’t a time for celebration, it was a time for looking over his shoulder while juggling exhaustion and faint relief.

The two of them didn’t celebrate properly until they acquired an apartment together. That was when the reality of their freedom began to sink in. True relief didn’t come entirely for another month, when they both secured jobs as agents in the Order of the Sun. Bertie doesn’t dare tread there.

I miss her. Cerrick surveys the crowd and swallows back his yearning for her. She would love to be here. She belongs here, even if she only stood in the shadows.

At the wedding, dinner is a spread that spans the long u-shaped table wrapping around the dining hall. Turkeys caught from Aeton’s rich forests, tall loaves of bread packed with fruit, platters of grapes, fresh fish laying in beds of lettuce. The hall is a myriad of the sweetest scents, orange glaze and sharp spices and the deep aroma of herbs.

“Is this what it’s like every night?” Cerrick asks Njord, who nods between bites. For all he looks like a warrior, he eats with better manners than most of the Order of the Ice members.

Cerrick isn’t used to feasts like this, despite working in the palace. He doesn’t eat there; he buys pastries from sleepy vendors to go with his coffee in the morning.

The servants here take away plates that have been piled high and emptied of firsts and seconds. Cerrick groans when they’re replaced with trays of something Edlyn has waxed poetic about on numerous occasions, something foreign to cold Kryos: chocolate.

Chocolate cakes overflowing with chocolate sauce, topped with colorful edible flowers. A larger cake that the servants place in front of Cerrick and the royals. Their arrival merits a round of applause.

Really, this is too much, Cerrick thinks, amazed that every feast is like this, not just the royal wedding. Njord must be lying. Must’ve heard him wrong.

When Njord calls him to dance away that absolute beast of a meal, Cerrick at last learns of a weakness. Njord has all the dancing grace of a newborn.

Growing up a noble, Cerrick was subjected to the dreaded dancing lessons. If Njord also received such lessons, his tutors must’ve given up on him early on.

Cerrick doesn’t consider himself a wonderful dancer, but even he has to laugh at Njord’s stiffness and hesitance. A smile of embarrassed doubt clouds Njord’s face, and Cerrick quickly soothes him. “I’m not laughing at you, I promise.”

Njord appears to take it in good faith, especially when his brother teases, “Hopeless, isn’t he?” with a wink. He’s dressed in sleek dancer’s silks, and Cerrick remembers reading that the prince is bound for the theater. He dances like he was born to it, and Cerrick dances with him gladly after a few rounds with Njord.

He didn’t mean to fit into this family so quickly, especially on the first night. Something about their easy demeanor and their steadfast acceptance draws him in helplessly.

It’s not just the family. From Njord’s sheer build to his friendly presence to the fact that it’s his wedding, Cerrick is drawn to him as well. Terrible dancer or not, alcohol or not, Cerrick’s husband or not, his entire presence makes him instantly likable.

Hours later, after Cerrick finally begs off and goes back to his private suite, when he’s wide awake from the dancing and the laughter coursing through his veins, the real work begins.
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CHAPTER THREE
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It’s just past dawn by the time Cerrick makes it out of the palace.

Holbeck at sunrise—sunrise, something Cerrick hasn’t seen since Ressegal—is a myriad of oranges and pinks with a hint of purple. Not a cloud lies in the sky, providing him an unobstructed view. If only he was talented with the charcoal the way the newspaper artists are, so that he could commit to this memory when it disappears all too quickly. It’ll only be a day before he can watch the sunrise again, he realizes with a boyish flash of joy.

Cerrick is not alone out here. A royal wedding is cause for citywide, if not nationwide celebration, and many of the party guests are only stumbling home now. Before leaving the palace, Cerrick dressed in plain clothes, much like he did while attending university so as not to be singled out for his noble background. Despite the plain clothing, he keeps to the deserted side streets instead of the main roads just to be safe.

It was easy enough to convince an exhausted, delirious Njord that he needed some air and was going out for a walk. If he’s out for a while and someone asks why, he can simply reply that he got lost. It might end up being the truth, and it’s certainly plausible enough.

Andor taught him how to spin these easy lies, how to melt into the shadows as a Sun agent. However, he didn’t have to teach Cerrick to come up with plausible excuses for his absence or presence somewhere. That was a skill he learned long ago.

The morning chill makes him shiver. The delectable warmth of his new cloak calls to him, but wearing it would defeat the purpose of blending in. He practically lived in thin brown cloaks while he attended school, and he got by just fine. Aeton is warmer than Kryos. Aeton actually has sunshine. He can survive one morning a bit chilled.

Instead of walking to Thornby Hall, Cerrick pulls a map of the city from his pocket and searches for the office of the Holbeck Herald. The small brown building is charming and unassuming despite the daily uproar it brings about. These bricks have stood here for hundreds of years, undisturbed.

Cerrick opens the door and shivers at the blast of heat that envelops him. A small bell jingles to announce his arrival. Quaint places like this remind him of the shops he would visit during his university days, tiny unknown places where he would go for wonderful sandwiches.

He approaches the front desk, made from a dark wood that’s nothing like the white marble countertop of the Rinnfell Report’s office. That office has harsh crystal lights on at all hours. This office reminds him of the warm fireplace in his childhood home. “Hello. I’d like a copy of the Asger Archives, please? I was told you carry them.”

“You’ve got it, my friend,” the man behind the counter says with a friendly smile. “You and everyone else. You wouldn’t believe how well they’ve been selling, even though it’s been four weeks since the robbery. We did a story about the robbery, as I’m sure you know, and we’ve never had an edition sell so well in my tenure here. I would almost like to thank the robbers for the business.”

When Cerrick doesn’t laugh, the clerk’s smile slowly fades. “Don’t go telling anyone I said that,” the man says, quieter. “Just a joke, you know.”

Cerrick does smile then, tight lipped and professional. Always nice when he can get someone on their toes with minimal effort. “Of course.”

The clerk is quick to procure a copy of the Archives, sending Cerrick on his way with a hurried, “I hope you enjoy it.”

After getting a cup of coffee from a merchant whose stall is open blessedly early, Cerrick heads at last to the fabled Thornby Hall.

The tall, arched roof is the first thing he sees from across the square. Clean streets and narrow alleys pave the way to its well-kept courtyard, the hedges meticulously trimmed in front. The Thornby is early to open, late to close. Even though it’s an ungodly hour, the guards outside are smiling. They’re dressed in black and white with only the green embroidery on their cloaks alluding to their nationality. Every bit of them is perfectly put together.

Cerrick mumbles greetings back to them. He’s never gotten along well with mornings, especially cold ones. Once again, he longs for that lovely thick cloak. The moment he’s done here, his reward will be going back to the palace to put it on and never take it off.

The air inside Thornby Hall is blessedly warm and scented with spice, making him sigh in relief. “Welcome, kind sir,” says the woman behind this desk. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, thank you. I know you’re probably sick of people—”

“Asking about the robbery exhibit?” She smiles. “Not at all. We appreciate the business and the interest. Please, follow me. I could lead someone to that exhibit in my sleep.”

He falls into step behind her, watching with wonder as she crosses her hands behind her back and starts humming. How can anyone possibly be so chipper at this hour?

Safehouse that it is, the Thornby is also a bank, and they pass by the double doors leading into that section of the building. The Thornby is damn lucky the robbers decided only to take an obscure biography instead of the contents of the Thornby’s generous bank vaults.

The woman shows Cerrick around the exhibit where the Asger Archives were housed, a quiet room with various books laid out in display cases. Among the titles are biographies of past geniuses, present politicians, and fiction of the greatest kind.

While she gives him the tour, he smiles as politely as he can, trying to feign interest in anything other than the case missing its glass. The lantern above shines down on an empty velvet cushion. Cerrick itches to take out his copy of The Asger Archives, burning a hole in his pocket.

When the woman finally lets him go after explaining the details of the robbery—no visible signs of a break in, no evidence of smashed glass, not a hint of human presence—Cerrick feels like he’s learned nothing. Nothing at all to point him toward who stole the biography and why.

Could the woman be withholding something? No, why would she? What would she have to hide? Aetons are nothing like grouchy, private Krycs. They like sharing, they like to receive help, and they don’t have an organization quite as sophisticated as the Order of the Sun to investigate domestic and foreign affairs in complete secrecy. If they had more information about the robbery, they would share it. Cerrick wouldn’t be here.

Back at the palace, he slips past a snoring Njord and locks himself in his room alone to work. The simple act of pulling in a chair and dragging his hot coffee closer reminds him of the deskwork he thought he’d never miss. Cerrick shakes it off. He has work to do. That is, if he can focus over the sound of Njord snoring loudly in the next room. Finally, a flaw in the perfect prince.

Placing his chin in his hand, he begins reading his copy of The Asger archives with mounting excitement. Thornby Hall may have been a dud, at least for now, but this biography is the heart of why he’s here. Finally, he can make some sense of this, determine it was stolen, what it could have to hide.

Skipping over the foreword about the author Erline Asger and her life, he reads the first lines of the coveted Archives. Born to a Ressegalian mother and Kryc father, Alfred Dalton was born and raised in the city of Lumling, in the eastern Kryos dukedom of Slairr. He was born into nobility and grew up in a sprawling manor that he has often spoken fondly of. The property included an icy lake on the grounds where he played as a boy.

His political career began at an early age, when—

Cerrick sighs. It’s just as dry as he feared.

He spends the next hour in a blur going over it, but gleans nothing from the clinical words and boring language. It’s the sort of dry text he thought he’d escape by leaving the deskwork at home. Every word of it is a perfectly normal, detailed account of Alfred Dalton’s life, put in the Thornby so soon after its publication for its thoroughness and the awards for journalism that it received.

Why would it be stolen when copies are so readily available? Surely it’d be more expensive to rob a place as prestigious and important as the Thornby than to actually buy the book. It puzzles Cerrick down to every spy instinct he has.

Cerrick rubs his eyes. The long night and yesterday’s travel and his nerves are finally catching up to him. He should sleep. Were she here, Edlyn would be telling him to sleep. Everything can wait.

I’ll rest my head for just a moment. He lays his head down on the desk, the pages of the Archives cool against his cheek. He has all the time in the world, or at least until Njord wakes up. Until he catches onto what Cerrick’s doing.

However, as the days pass, Njord doesn’t catch on. His strange, besotted attitude doesn’t change as they spend more time together, and he even grows a protective streak. Cerrick assumes it’s because of his position, but Cerrick is not used to someone else always accounting for him and including him in the group. The only one who’s ever done that out of simple affection is Edlyn.

Cerrick sits beside Njord and his family at dinner every night, and finds himself asked direct questions that aren’t just about being from the House of Ragna. These people seem to actually care about him, about who he is. It’s jarring. If he allows it, the thought of their open affection makes him itch to flee, but he breathes past that. Think of your cover. Maintain your position. The success of your mission depends on remaining in their good graces.

It's an easier place to be than Cerrick wants to admit. For the mission’s sake, at least for now, he accepts their welcoming smiles. Njord’s is the widest of them all.
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CERRICK MAY HAVE KEPT himself contained to the palace court so far, but that can’t last forever. The city and the commoners who only ever see the court in their dreams deserve to glimpse their royal darlings too, in the royal opinion. The dictating opinion.

Which is how Cerrick winds up in front of a mirror in a long sleeve teal gown with skirts that flare out around him, a golden circlet resting on his head. Things like crowns are scoffed at in Kryos, treated as a novelty. The proper items of vain power are the personalized adornments on cloaks. Cerrick’s circlet has leaves and branches and flowers woven into eternal gold. It’s beautiful, even if it makes him feel a bit silly.

He wears no earrings, because apparently the circlet speaks for itself. The gold threatens to blend in with his hair, which the palace attendants sprinkled with glitter dust from the same crystals that light up his office in the Order. Cerrick tried to brush away their touch, insisting that he didn’t need all of this fussing, but they ignored him.

His wedding bracelet peeks out just below the tight-fitting sleeves, embroidered in gold. Not a stitch of silver is in his outfit tonight. He has been strategically painted as the perfect mix of blue for Kryos and gold for the heavenly Saints. His gray eyes offset everything with a dulling touch.

Njord’s heavy footsteps announce his presence; he couldn’t sneak up on anyone if he tried. Good thing he’s not a spy. Cerrick fixes his hair before spinning around to face him in the open doorway, his skirts swaying.

Njord lets out a tortured noise and lifts a hand dramatically to his forehead. “Cerrick, my love, you wound me with your very existence. I shall collapse dead on the ground at any moment if you keep up like this.”

Cerrick flushes from the roots of his hair to the soles of his feet, warm for once thanks to his thick socks. “I’m not doing anything.”

“And for that I am eternally jealous, but also grateful that the heavens have blessed me with a creature so effortless to take my breath away. Some might count such a distraction as a curse. I say, though there are no adequate words to articulate your beauty, you look stunning.” Njord steps closer. In the evening candlelight, the sunset fading behind clouds through the curtains, Njord doesn’t look so bad either. “Enrapturing. Gorgeous.”

Cerrick flushes harder, if possible. Njord sounds far too sincere, like he’s treating their marriage as a real thing instead of the sham it is. “You’re a flatterer. You do not mean such things. We barely know each other.”

“I am trying to change that, but all I need to know right now is here in front of me.” Njord takes his shoulders and spins him back towards the mirror. “Just look at yourself, Cerrick. The attendants who put you in this are cruel. Cruel both to me and everyone else who will have the pleasure of seeing you tonight and knowing they cannot touch.”

Cerrick smiles. The words might sound pretty, but he’s still convinced they’re insincere. No one who speaks that nicely can truly mean it. He gathers the courage to quip, “I promise they don’t make them all like me in Kryos.”

“Good to know if I were to ever visit, though I doubt anyone could tear my eyes from you.”

Cerrick steps out of his grasp.

“If only you would allow me to know you beyond the parts you cannot hide,” Njord gestures to his body up and down. “I know I would find you just as beautiful.” It is not meant to be a pressure. It’s an honest wish, Njord’s keen desire. A promise. Cerrick can guess that Njord is one of those crazy people who would wait for something like that endlessly, without complaint. Cerrick strives not to be one of the people who allows it.

Not tonight, though.

“All in due time,” he says, smiling politely. Njord bows his head.

“Shall we depart?”

Cerrick lets him hold the door open.

Calder Theater welcomes Cerrick with its sharp red paint and bright gold lights illuminating the street outside. The theater courtyard is packed with socialites and nobles of every kind, slowly shuffling inside. All conversation hushes when the royal carriage pulls up, rising up again in a wave once it parks. Cerrick braces himself for deafening cheers as the attendants outside open his door.

Njord is right there to take his hand and guide him safely between the guards. Cerrick forces himself to smile at the artists and the desperate reporters with their quills in hand. He focuses on trying to keep the circlet from shifting on his head.

The whole city sighs and swoons for their royal couple just as they did during the wedding. Their eyes drift to their interlocked hands, Njord angling his wrist to show his wedding bracelet. Probably on purpose.

With his free hand, Cerrick presses his warm furs a little bit closer to his chest. The crowd murmurs with a mixture of envy and adoration about the fur he’s wearing around his shoulders. Some loudly wonder if it’s scratchy or soft. Others articulate just what they would do to possess such a luxury for one day.

And then the doors open, exposing the warmth and beauty of the theater ceiling.

The noise fades around Cerrick as he takes it all in. The world zeroes in on the warmth of Njord’s hand in his, the dim chandelier inside the theater, the red velvet walls.

Like the palace’s dining hall, the ceiling seems to reach the sky. It’s painted with designs of Aeton’s Middle Forest, red leaves and white tree trunks housing deer under the backdrop of a brilliant blue sky.

The theater is crowded inside, filled with hundreds of voices and the clink of expensive jewelry. Filled mostly with nobility that Njord has probably met before, the two of them receive less attention than they did outside. Cerrick still hears a few gasps and sees a few fingers point in their direction.

The first of many nobles approaches them; a dark skinned woman in icy blue evening gloves and a stunning purple gown with fur at the hems. Cerrick steels himself for a long night of smiling until his cheeks grow sore, though that’s what he’s here for. This evening is a mere interruption of further Asger Archives study. With each day that passes without new discovery, Cerrick is becoming more and more convinced that his errand is pointless. However, he is a Sun agent. He refuses to give into despair.

Cerrick and Njord find their spots midway through the theater. Every seat is upholstered with red velvet as soft as the finest lady’s gown.

In Kryc theaters, the whole first row is reserved for anyone of importance. That would certainly include the oligarchs, Kryos’ equivalents of royalty, if they’re in attendance. Cerrick is more than a bit surprised that the royal couple here sits with everyone else, though he’s happier doing so. Helps him blend in.

As Cerrick is contemplating the best way to sit down with his hefty skirts, a foreign voice murmurs in his ear. “Excuse me, Lord Cerrick?”

Cerrick turns around and finds himself facing a fat man of Tailing descent, eagerly holding out a hand with a grin on his face. His round wire rim glasses match his round face, and he has a bowler hat tucked under his left arm, under his long tan coat. He holds a cane in his left hand. “Yes,” Cerrick says, accepting the handshake.

“Orv Stinar, my lord,” the man says, shaking his hand with vigor. “It’s an honor and a pleasure.”

Cerrick smiles politely, immediately trying to determine what this man wants from him. “Looking forward to the show?”

“Immensely,” Orv Stinar laughs. “I needed the distraction from my troubles at home.”

Cerrick raises an eyebrow, a smirk playing at his lips as he considers what kind of troubles someone like this would have. A drop in the prices of his investments? A runaway pair of servants? A frustrating partner? “Oh?”

“Yes, something awful.” Orv shakes his head. “Apologies, no doubt His Lordship doesn’t want to hear about the woes of a lesser citizen like me. But,” Orv continues, more quietly, “there is something I think you would find of greater interest.” He casts his eyes to the doors at the sides of the theater, leading to the wings. “Perhaps Your Lordship would indulge me after the play.”

Cerrick regards the man oddly, wondering if he’s being propositioned. Wondering if Orv can’t see the towering figure of Njord standing right behind him, thankfully distracted.

“Not like that,” Orv stammers, realizing his mistake as his face flushes red. His eyes drift to Njord to see if the famously protective and besotted prince has noticed, but he’s speaking to someone with his back to Cerrick. He’s finally found a way to settle comfortably in his chair. Most people are seated now.

“There are too many ears here. Please. After the show. I won’t take up much of your time.” Orv leans closer. “Alone.”

Cerrick nods once, not wanting to be caught verbally agreeing should anything come of this. Order of the Sun training. A nod can be interpreted, words less so. Words are binding both when written and spoken.

A woman in all black comes onstage to tell them the show’s starting. Orv touches Cerrick’s hand one last time before returning to his own seat. Cerrick finally fits into his own, his furs spilling over and overlapping with Njord’s.

Oblivious to the conversation Cerrick just had, Njord flashes one of his blinding smiles as the curtains pull open. He interlaces their fingers under the cover of dimming lights, warming Cerrick’s frozen hands. The warmth spreads to every end of Cerrick’s body, making him smile.

Cerrick didn’t pay attention to what this play would be about, his mind occupied with other things. He’s pleasantly surprised to find it’s about neither a spy, a lord, nor a prince the lord marries. In his fleeting moments of contemplation, he wondered if this play would have roles that mimicked him and Njord. It’s been done in the past when royals are in the audience, but encountering it here would cause extra attention he simply doesn’t need. Especially with this Orv Stinar.

Instead, the play is about a kitchen girl trying to gain a prince’s friendship. He asks her to kill his overbearing guardian, and then he’ll be her friend. The play follows her many attempts of assassination, and finally her successful attempt on this guardian. She ends him with an axe and a dramatic splatter of blood. The whole play is quite silly.

At the intermission, when Njord stands to stretch his legs and inevitably gets roped into conversation, Cerrick searches for Orv. The man is nowhere to be found, and Cerrick can’t risk searching with the lights on.

Considering the audience is mostly nobles, the death of the noble in the play makes Cerrick’s skin prickle for danger. He’s put at ease when the nobles laugh, watching the final scene. The girl and the prince sit side by side on a rooftop speaking amiably, now that they’re finally free to do so. When the actors take their bows, the entire theater rises to its feet and cheers. Perhaps the choice of this play for this theater and this crowd was an accidental stroke of genius.

Njord is pulled into conversation again as soon as he stands up—perhaps that’s part of the problem, he is the largest man in the room—and shoots Cerrick an apologetic smile. As soon as his back is turned, Cerrick bolts out of his seat, pushing past people he prays don’t recognize him. He weaves his way to the west wing of the building.

Inevitably, someone pulls him to a halt, but countless dinners and balls and functions at his parents’ house have helped him perfect the fine art of abandoning dreary conversations at just the right time, so that the person doesn’t feel like they’ve been cheated of time with you. He soon slips free.

In the midst of the theater slowly emptying, Cerrick can slip into the wings quietly. He checks over both shoulders for a tail, a habit he uses even if he’s going somewhere completely unsuspicious.

The storage room he stumbles into is dark, and he has nothing to light lanterns with even if he could find them. There are no glowing crystal shards in here.

“Mister Stinar?” Cerrick says into the darkness, wondering if he’s the greatest fool to have ever lived and is about to get murdered in a theater storage room.

From the left comes the rustle of movement, and the hiss of a match as it flares to life. Orv Stinar holds a lit candle up to his face, looking at Cerrick through his lashes. He’s shorter than Cerrick, but the look in his eye makes Cerrick hesitate. Who does this man think he’s trying to be? He looks like one of the creatures Cerrick’s mother told him about as a boy, to scare him into going to bed on time.

“I know who you are.”

Cerrick recoils, taking a sharp breath. “Who am I, then?” He straightens his back, allowing a cocky smirk to overtake his face.

“A spy for the Order of the Sun.”

The very floor sways under Cerrick’s feet.

“It’s okay,” Orv says, raising his head and holding the candle in a normal position. All of his bravado disappears in a moment. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I was Oligarch Eir’s accountant once. I know the importance of secrecy. I know how scarce allies can be in that place. You can trust me.” He offers a friendly smile. With the candle off his face, he looks much less menacing, but Cerrick still keeps his guard up.

“I don’t trust you for shit,” Cerrick hisses, checking that the door is fully shut. It doesn’t have a lock, and leaving it unlocked rubs against all of the instincts he’s developed in the two most dangerous and sensitive jobs a Kryc could have. “How did you find out? No, forget that, what do you want?” Best to figure out the price of his silence first.

“It’s not what I want from you, but what I have to give you,” Orv says. Cerrick crosses his arms. “It’s the truth!”

“What do you have to offer me, then? How do you know what I want?”

“My, you’re so standoffish. Are all Sun members like this? Does Pristine Andor teach that brute forcing your way through everything is the way to go?”

“Quite the opposite. He advises tact. And no, we’re not all like this.” Cerrick lets an ugly smile cross his face, feels it rip through, watches Orv wince. He thinks of Edlyn and himself, how they were ugly and different from the start, less likely to blink an eye when Andor mentioned the brutal methods that were out of the question for Sun agents. Unless there was no other way, unless the job required it. Unless it was time for desperate measures.

There’s always an exception. “Some of us are uglier than others,” Cerrick adds.

“I think you look wonderful tonight, my lord,” Orv says, missing the point. Cerrick is beginning to see the advantage of having a fool for an informant. At least, that’s what he thinks he’s getting. An informant, that is. Orv is definitely a fool.

“What sort of information are you offering me?” Cerrick asks, all too aware of the limited time they have before Njord will finish with his companions and come looking for him.

“Information about Eir,” Orv says. “That she would want you to know.”

Cerrick frowns. “About the break in at Thornby Hall? Does she know why that biography was stolen? You must’ve guessed that’s why I’m here, if you knew me as a Sun agent.”

Orv shakes his head. “This is about the break in, but it’s much bigger than that.”

Cerrick’s skepticism is growing by the minute, and it must show on his face.

“Please, trust me for now,” Orv begs. “I know this all seems very strange. Next time I will bring paper proof that I was Eir’s accountant.”

“Why aren’t you anymore?”

“Alfred Dalton interfered and fired me. He carries the might and the favor of Andor himself, so there was nothing she could do about it.” 

Cerrick raises an eyebrow. Orv smiles ruefully.

“He wanted me for something else,” Orv says. “We’re running out of time, and I swear I’ll tell you more when we have more time. But about Eir—I promise, it’s worth looking into.” Voices sound right outside the door, idle ones, but close. Too close.

Orv grows flustered, tucking his hat back on and buttoning up his coat with shaky fingers. “I will meet with you again, but never at the same place twice. I am meeting you at my own will, but I am risking my life to do so. Here is the address for our next meeting place. Burn that.” He slips a piece of paper into Cerrick’s hand.

Orv reaches for the door, but Cerrick grabs his arm. “Give me one good bit of information about Alfred and the biography. Not Eir. Not You. Something solid I can start with.”

Orv looks up at him, pausing in his frantic motions for a moment to say, “Alfred isn’t the saint Andor makes him out to be. He’s involved in some dark things, more so than all of Kryos already is.”

Cerrick sucks in a breath.

Orv reaches for the door again, tipping his hat to Cerrick. “Until we meet again, my lord. Read the Archives. Look into Eir. Watch your back.” With that, he slips out of the dark little room, melting flawlessly into the flow of people. After waiting a minute, Cerrick quietly follows, hoping the ridiculous shining circlet and furs he’s wearing won’t draw attention. At least he doesn’t have the unavoidable challenge of Njord’s bulk.

He manages to sneak up on Njord, who’s still stuck with the crowd of nobles who snagged him when he stood up. Cerrick touches his back, and Njord starts, turning around with wide eyes. The noise in the theater makes it hard to hear anyone coming up behind you. Cerrick only has a moment of guilt before Njord’s fear melts into a dopey grin.

“I’m sorry to cut this short,” Njord says to the nobles, “but I’m afraid I must be going. Escort my husband home before it gets late.”

A hot wave of anger pours over Cerrick, and he nearly says something about it before he stops himself. Can’t make a scene in public. The nobles smile and laugh at him as if he’s a pet to be protected.

Cerrick bears it silently, ignoring the way it grates over his every instinct. He was not made for this life of glittering jewels and soft furs and the delicate dance of diplomacy. He’s reminded bitterly of why he was so eager to leave home and make a name for himself that wasn’t attached to the House of Ragna. Why he defied his parents in every way. Why he fits in so well with the Orders, the rebels, the ones who deal in ugliness directly.

Aeton’s nobles are no different than Kryos’ in that regard—entitled and petty. It’s in their blood and their nature. Aeton nobles are just less brutal, tending to hide their hatred in kindness. His own parents wouldn’t be quite this cheery when making fun of someone. Their cold stares leave no room for interpretation.

Cerrick’s outrage at being considered a delicate flower wars with his desire to return to the palace, get out of this noise. He tolerates Njord’s heavy hand on his shoulder as they make their way through the sea of people slowly shuffling out.

As they’re leaving, Orv Stinar waves merrily to Cerrick across the theater. Cerrick grits his teeth and turns away, wondering what kind of discreet informant Orv thinks he is. Of course Njord sees.

“Who’s that?” Njord asks.

Cerrick puts on his best smile and watches Njord melt into a puddle of affection immediately, erasing any suspicion. “Just another devious bastard. No one important.”

The moment they’re outside in the chilling night air, under the clear view of the crescent moon, Cerrick shrugs off Njord’s hand on his shoulder. “I am not some delicate flower,” he snaps. “You don’t get to speak for me like that. I’m not tired, and no one is going to do anything to us on the streets in public when it’s not even midnight yet. Assassination attacks are much more likely to happen in our rooms with all the doors locked.”

Njord’s face falls with guilt, and Cerrick isn’t quite angry enough to be immune from the way it cuts through him. “I’m sorry,” Njord mumbles. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I just don’t want anything to happen to you, and it’s not like you can defend yourself.”

“I’ve been trained with a sword,” Cerrick says, the truth, though he hasn’t picked one up in years. Daggers tiny enough to slip inside sleeve pockets and boots and collars have always been more his style.

Njord says, “I don’t see any swords on us tonight. I left my Pointstaff at home, it unnerves people when I have it out, and it gets in the way. Even I only carry a few small knives for protection.”

“You, the war minister, the warrior prince? You should get yourself some better security.” Cerrick takes a deep breath, managing to rein himself in. The one thing he cannot afford is to piss off Njord or make him even remotely suspicious.

Another of Andor’s lessons—never give away more than you need to, always blend in and play the part, whatever that part may be. Cerrick needs Njord sweet, smitten, and underestimating him, no matter how much it grates against him. His own comfort comes second.

Cerrick says, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have snapped at you, and your concerns are touching. But my point about attacks stands.”

“I will not speak for you in the future,” Njord agrees. “I should not have taken your choice away from you if you wanted to stay longer. That was inexcusable, no matter who or where we were.”

“I am glad you brought us out,” Cerrick says carefully, not revealing too much. “I didn’t want to stay any longer.” He forces another smile, and Njord returns it tenfold. Cerrick lets his hand be held.

Just like that, Njord is back where Cerrick wants him.

Cerrick breathes again. They just worked out a problem like a normal couple. Andor, see me now.

After they’ve returned and Njord is safely asleep, Cerrick unfolds the note Orv handed him. The hunt, seven days from now.

Cerrick resolves to figure it out in the morning. For now, he burns the note in the fireplace.
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The next night, Cerrick finds a long white rose sticking out of the potted plant on the balcony. A note is attached to one of the thorns in familiar handwriting. Clever girl, Edlyn is.

Meet me at the embassy on East Brightlane tonight. Alone.

In preparation for this, Cerrick has made the trial run many times by now. That evening at dinner, he is calm and collected, determined not to have any blunders. He sits in the hall with Njord and the royals at seven strikes of the bell, watching the lesser nobles eat below.

Cerrick makes polite conversation with Queen Brenda, who talks almost exclusively about the ball she’s planning for her birthday. The food is just as brilliant as the feast they ate on their wedding night; soft brown bread and chicken bathed in white sauce, the sane decadent chocolate platters.

Njord’s siblings seem genuine when they say they want to get to know him, when they—as always—make an effort to include Cerrick in the conversation. They ask him about his home life, about his dreams, and they always smile at him so nicely. The attention they pay him only stresses him out in his effort to remember everything he’s allowed to share with them and everything he’s not. That’s the consequence of using his own life as his cover story.

Cerrick is polite enough to get by, and the brilliance of the hall with its bright colors and brighter lights are more than enough to keep him occupied. He attended many a party like this when he still lived with his parents, who loved to host dinners in their dark dining hall. Just as he did during those dinners, he counts down the seconds after the meal is done until he can politely excuse himself.

With that hurdle out of the way, he tackles the next: Njord.

They walk back upstairs together, but Cerrick can’t leave to explore until Njord is asleep. Waiting for him to fall asleep will feel endless. He’s tempted to lock himself in his own rooms without a word and just study the Archives, but he has to face his fears sometime. With a bracing breath, Cerrick closes the door to his own room, joining Njord in his.

Njord’s face lights up in the dim lamplight. “Cerrick. How nice of you to join me.”

Cerrick turns to the window, staring into the last hints of blue sky about to turn black. Njord’s reflection looks back at him. Cerrick can’t escape him, and being in his presence is heavy and cloying.

He gathers his breath and turns around with a smile. Njord’s brown hair is free of its braid, the low lantern light bringing out the hints of red. It falls in loose waves halfway down his back, bewitching, his skin glowing gold in the light. His blue eyes match the sky outside, glimmering when he smiles at Cerrick. There’s something inexplicably comforting about him. Even the scent of his room puts Cerrick at ease, fresh like the forest.

“What are you doing?” Cerrick asks, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. The closest spot to sit is Njord’s bed, so Cerrick remains standing. Njord is holding his famous Pointstaff, the long weapon with switchable attachments on the end. This one has both a spear and a claw to attach to the end, with the staff made of beautiful red wood.

Cerrick studies the metal hinges that slide the golden spearhead down into place, locking it against the wooden staff. This Pointstaff is uniquely stunning, clearly made in one of the finer forges. Only the best for the head of Aeton’s army. Njord holds it with an ease that speaks of years of practice. Cerrick can only guess at its weight.

“They were saying it was gonna rain,” Njord murmurs in reply, gazing down at his weapon. His Kryc diction suffers for it, but that just makes Cerrick smile. “I was gonna practice with it out there in the courtyard, but then I couldn’t because it was gonna rain, and then it didn’t rain, and, well.” He shrugs and rises to his feet. “Here I am. I can put it away if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“No, no, it doesn’t. It’s a work of art. You take good care of it.”

Njord plants his feet just so and raises the spear high over his head, cocking his arm as if to throw it. These walls aren’t big enough to accommodate the kind of practice he wants to do.

Njord chuckles and lowers the spear. “Respectfully, my lord, the Pointstaff is for more than just looking pretty. My job is what it is for a reason. I’ve had a lifetime to practice and train for exactly what I do.”

Watching him work proves that. Aeton hasn’t had anyone to battle in their lifetimes, but Cerrick can only imagine what a force Njord would be on the battlefield. The laughable juggle of controlling a horse, holding a shield, and wielding a weapon is a dance that many seasoned soldiers struggle with. Cerrick could never even dream of pulling it off, but Njord would flawlessly.

The days of murder and war are over, archaic. The only honorable form is the overthrowing of the government Kryos has gone through six times. Each time, they change the country’s name, leadership, and the way the government works. The tradition of a coup is ancient in Kryos. Sigrid and Erika Thorpe established the Thorpe Code in the sixth rebellion, the laws modern day Kryos was modeled around.

“You said you were trained with a sword,” Njord says, pulling Cerrick from his thoughts.

“I am. I confess I haven’t trained with one in years, though. My parents wanted me to learn for the novelty of it, but I only put up with it for so long. That’s what we have guards for.”

Njord smiles. “Weren’t very obedient, were you?”

“Not the most obedient son, no.” Cerrick remembers countless arguments about everything from his future to their differing political views to the heavy hand they always kept on his life. Cerrick can’t count the number of times that his mother said we are guiding you, not controlling you.

Sensing his discomfort, Njord says, “Grenivik. I’ve never set foot in Kryos, least of all your hometown. Tell me about it?”

Grenivik. Cerrick closes his eyes for a moment, and the dreadful black mansion on the hill fades away.

Pretending he’s talking to Edlyn, Cerrick relaxes enough to start talking freely. About the massive clocktower, about the wrought iron carved throughout the city in the shapes of birds, branches, leaves, rays of sun washing down.

He describes the stench of smoke from the factories tucked into the mountains, pushed forever south by the wind. Nothing rivaled that awful smell until he moved to Rinnfell, where the smoke hangs in the air and clings to everyone’s clothes. You learn to live with it.

Njord looks appalled at this idea. Holbeck has its fair share of factories; Cerrick has seen them around the outskirts of the city himself. The smoke, however, is not nearly as bad thanks to the winds Aeton gets, shuffling in fresh air and never allowing the smoke to linger. Said winds also bring a cold that bites into Cerrick’s bones on the sunniest of days.

From Grenivik’s fruit-filled bread loaves to the lake that was almost always frozen over to the candles people hang in their windows in the winter, Cerrick paints a picture. From there, he moves onto the city of Steinberg, where he moved for school the first time. Njord is staring at him with those bright blue eyes as if Cerrick holds all the secrets of the world.

He details his two years at Trygg University, the room he shared with two girls on the top floor of the dormitories, his favorite coffeehouse where he spent hundreds of freezing mornings with books. Sometimes he had company, but never for long.

Through it all, he describes the gray skies of Kryos, the way one’s eyes slowly adjust to harsh white snowfall in winter, the familiarity of a fire burning in every household no matter how small or big. “Krycs live on coffee as much air,” he says just to make Njord laugh.

When he trails off to glance at Njord’s expression, he finds him smiling with a sleepy contentment in his eye. Cerrick realizes the hours have flown by, and he only has a bit of time before he has to go meet Edlyn.

“Your turn,” Cerrick says, clearing his throat. “Tell me about Holbeck from the perspective of one born here.”

Njord waves in dismissal. “I could never describe Holbeck as beautifully as you described Kryos. Besides, it’s getting late.”

Cerrick tries to smother a smile, but it sneaks out. “Very well.” Emboldened, he says, “I’ll tell you about Sigmond some other night. I’ll tell you about the parade they hold in Rinnfell on new year’s. The first time I saw the palace.”

Shit. Be careful.

“I look forward to it.” Njord roves appreciative eyes over him. Cerrick’s face burns; there’s no way not to notice what Njord is thinking about.

The idea of sleeping in the same bed as someone else sends a knife of anxiety cutting through him. What if he says something incriminating in his sleep?

“Goodnight,” Cerrick says, brushing Njord’s hand briefly.

“Goodnight,” Njord returns, turning down the covers for himself. By the Saints, the way that lamplight bounces off his hair makes him glow. How can turned down covers look so inviting?

Cerrick shakes his head and draws the curtains, glimpsing the black night where he’ll soon be.

After waiting fifteen minutes for Njord’s snoring to drift through Cerrick’s closed door, the lamp blown out, he quietly pulls open the door of their balcony. The door is only accessible in Njord’s room, but he creeps through without incident. Njord hopefully remains peacefully oblivious as Cerrick shimmies down the drain pipe outside.

Underneath the cloak Njord gave him, he changed into black clothes. Even with his set of gloves, it’s still damn cold. The cloak doesn’t have a hood he can pull over his head. Cerrick glances at the bright moon in the sky and prays to Saint Irena of the heavens to have mercy on him.

At least you’re not in Kryos in the dead of winter, he tells himself as he hurries through quiet, deserted streets. At least you’re not in Rinnfell.

He arrives at the Kryc embassy without incident. At midnight, all five stories are empty and dark, with every window turned icy from the cold. The tall wooden doors at the front are carved with sprawling designs of a lush garden, and more importantly, bolted shut tight.

He picks the lock with a hairpin and shuts the door softly behind him. Thankfully it doesn’t have a bell.

Cerrick stalks the dark halls silently, keeping his back against every wall and peeking around every shadowy corner. He doesn’t risk the use of a candle, though he wishes he could if only to warm himself.

Cerrick climbs four flights of stairs, checking each layer methodically. Edlyn didn’t specify a floor or a room for a meeting place. Once he rounds the corner of the fifth floor, he finds a sharp point pressed to his heart.

“It’s me,” he whispers, too dark to see the person’s face.

The knife point disappears and light fills the room. The figure in the darkness sets the candle on the ground, illuminating their faces in orange. Edlyn’s lips pull into a smirk.

“Edlyn,” Cerrick breathes as utter relief washes over him. They’re not right without each other.

He sinks into her arms, her chin on his shoulder, his arms wrapped protectively around her. She’s her family, and he is hers. They’re closer than any blood he’s ever known. He has trusted her since the night he broke them out of the Ice, binding them eternally together.

“How have you been?” she says, running her hands over every part of his upper body as if checking for injuries. Old habits.

“Good,” he says, holding tightly onto the sides of her cloak. Of course she would wear her bulky, flashy Kryc cloak all the way here. At least she’s taken the knives off the front. “How is—”

“Where did you get this cloak?” she gasps softly, running her hands along the black fur at the collar. “I am certain you didn’t have this when you left.”

“I didn’t.” He rubs the back of his neck ruefully. “Njord gave it to me.”

“You call him by his first name? He bought you this? This thing of beauty?”

“It was a wedding present! I didn’t know he was going to give me anything. I didn’t ask for it.”

She laughs gleefully. “Oh, heavens. You have so much to tell me. I can see it on your face, you’re besotted.”

“I don’t like your tone.” He bats her hands off, turning hot with embarrassment. Thank the Saints that the light is dim. He takes a seat in a nearby office chair, pillowing his chin in his hand like he used to do during early morning classes while he was half asleep. “We’re here to talk about business, not gossip like schoolchildren.”

“So you admit that there are things to gossip about?” She sits across from him, bringing the light over with her. “It’s never just business with us. If you thought I was just going to come here and inform you that nothing at all has changed in Rinnfell, and then take my leave, Aeton’s sunshine has addled you more than I feared.”

Cerrick smiles. He’s missed her so much it hurts.

As he opens his mouth, Edlyn cuts him off. “Before you ask, there is nothing to report about Rinnfell. Andor still isn’t letting me come here, Brandr says he misses you, and people still cower when I walk through the streets with knives strapped to my chest. All is well. Now, tell me about your husband,” she drawls, eyeing his marriage bracelet. “I never thought you’d be the first to be married off in the Order of the Sun. Is he everything you dreamed of, right out of a book?”

“He is my husband of convenience only,” Cerrick says stiffly. “Nothing more. You were there when Andor explained this. It’s just a mission.”

She gives him a withering look.

And then, to satisfy her, he adds, “He is tall and beautiful and kind beyond reason. He is just like a prince out of a book. His family are all but saints. He’s proud of me, and he respects every boundary I put up without question. He’s also overprotective, as I told him. He’s also the perfect amount of clueless. I haven’t had a problem with him interfering in my investigation so far.”

Edlyn grins and leans over to punch his shoulder. “This is going to be so entertaining. The best thing to happen to me in months. It’s almost worth it, being forced to stay at home.”

“Shut up.”

“I have a feeling you’ll be saying that a lot.”

“You’d better shut your mouth preemptively, then,” Cerrick retorts.

She sighs. “I guess we’d better get to the reason you’re here. Have you learned anything about the break in since you’ve been here, or have you been too busy staring at your husband?”

He shares the details of visiting Thornby Hall, what he’s read of the Asger Archives so far, the strange road Orv has begun leading him down. “I don’t know whether or not to believe him,” Cerrick says, “but it’s not as if I have much else to go on. I’ll give him a try. What could Duchess Eir possibly have to do with this?”

“We’ve been led down some unlikely roads before. We’ve ended missions in a completely different way than we thought we would.”

“Yes, but this would be a much bigger issue if he’s telling the truth. If Alfred was involved in something corrupt as well as Eir, and I find something in the Archives to prove it—”

“Kryos is entrenched in corrupt dealings. Particularly ones involving our oligarchs. It wouldn’t be anything new or surprising.”

“Even so, that would be...” Cerrick shakes his head.

She shrugs. “Nothing is solid yet. I’ll ask around, find out if Orv Stinar really worked for Eir. We’ll see what proof he provides you when you meet him next.”

“And what about Bertie?” he asks, chest tightening at the thought. “Did that boy I hired deliver the payment?”

“No, he never showed up. I watched for him, but he ran off with what you gave him. I paid this month’s debt for us both.”

Cerrick sighs. He hoped the fee he paid the boy would be enough to keep him from running off with the sum. Has Cerrick learned nothing from living in Kryos, working in a gang, and international espionage? When he and Edlyn were sent abroad to Ressegal, he used a similar boy to pay their debts, and he had no problems then.

“I was a fool. I’m sorry. I’ll pay you back.”

“We’ve both been fools many times over,” she says, clasping his hand. “Don’t worry about it. Give me the key to your bank vault and I’ll take care of it from here.”

He fumbles for the chain under his shirt, slipping the key off. It’s warm from his skin where the rest of him is cold. He presses it into her hand. “I wouldn’t give this to anyone else, you know.”

“I do.” She slips his onto her own chain, beside her key. “The same goes for you. I wish I could stay,” she sighs. “I want to help you. I want to meet Njord under some pretense and watch you melt into a puddle on the floor. I bet you look at him with those gooey eyes. You wore that same look for Pavel Alenin during your last year at Sigmond—don’t give me that look. You did, I saw it.” She heaves another great sigh with a sad smile on the tail. “Fucking Andor.”

“Fucking Andor,” Cerrick agrees, hugging her tightly again for good measure. “Let us not curse him too much. After all, he is the one who puts coin in our bank vaults, which we use to pay Bertie for letting us empty his bank vaults.”

“I don’t think he has any spies here to overhear us.”

“Mm, you never know.” He grips her arm, looking into her warm brown eyes. “Are you going to be okay in Rinnfell? Alone?” She can defend herself well, that’s a simple fact; he’s not worried about that.

Cerrick was never under any illusion that this investigation would be short, but now he’s digging his heels into the snow, preparing for a long winter. Heavens know when he’ll wrap up. The thought of seeing Edlyn only a handful of times in this dark little office fills his chest with a dark unease.

At least here, he doesn’t have to pass the Order of the Ice building on his way to work. Edlyn still does.

Predictably, Edlyn scoffs and draws a knife. “I’ll be fine. Have you forgotten what the gangs of Rinnfell call me?”

Cerrick smiles. “The Fury.”

“Right. I’m the one who saved your life the night you wandered into Ice territory, drunk and alone and careless.”

“And I’m the one who freed us both on an equally dark night,” he counters, “fighting our way out in a blaze of glory and into a well of debt. How many of Bertie’s men did we kill?” He would never forget, but he likes to watch her smirk when she says it.

“Seven.” Not exactly an achievement to be proud of, yet a twisted sort of pride swells in Cerrick’s chest. Long ago, he made peace with the darkness that rests within him where he’s sure there’s supposed to be something else. Something normal, something light. “Bertie called you the Flower. I’ve never been able to take you seriously since then.”

He shoves her. “Get out of here.”

Her smile is familiar and warm. Home.

He doesn’t want her to go. He can do nothing but watch her leave anyway.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Cerrick still doesn’t know what Orv meant when he wrote the hunt.

“It’s the hunt!” Njord keeps saying with a wide grin stretching across his face. “The winter hunt! Surely you have those in Kryos.”

“Celebrating the death of an animal is disgusting and archaic,” Cerrick says. He sounds like his mother, a disturbing fact he’ll analyze later.

“How are we supposed to eat?” Njord is saddling up his horse, accepting his freshly polished Pointstaff from members of the Holbeck Guard who move through the stables. Cerrick has been hovering at his side for ten minutes, observing a Njord who’s more in his element than ever before. He’s at the center of the storm, surrounded by soldiers and weapons and horses.

“We kill to eat, not for sport.”

Njord casts him an amused glance. He doesn’t even have the decency to be mad. Cerrick isn’t sure what he’s trying to goad him into, but it’s not this. “No one is asking you to come along.”

Cerrick opens his mouth, scrambling for a decent lie. “I’m going,” he finally settles on. “You can’t stop me.”

“Alright.” Njord is still smiling. “Would you like to saddle your own horse?”

Cerrick furrows an eyebrow. Usually, Njord jumps at the chance to do anything he can for Cerrick. Is he trying to give Cerrick his choice back after taking it away at the theater?

“I don’t know how,” Cerrick admits, touched by the fact that Njord not only remembered, but was willing to change his behavior. A prince who doesn’t make empty promises. “You could show me how.”

Cerrick’s desire to indulge Njord morphs into genuine interest after only a few minutes of listening to him explain how to saddle a horse. Cerrick’s parents thought that learning to care for a horse like this was a novelty—interesting but useless to learn when they had a stable girl who could do it for them.

Njord shows him the tack room where they keep the saddles and brushes and soaps, talks about shoeing horses, how they put the bridles on. The excited gleam never leaves his eye. Cerrick nods along, hiding a grin behind his gloved hand.

“Njord, I think you’re boring your poor husband to death,” comes a familiar voice. The crown princess, Njord’s sister Rosalia. She arrived in sleek white riding trousers and a black jacket. There are no medals, no buttons, not even a brooch. Even the stitching is flat and boring. For a crown princess, it’s an impressively plain outfit.

“He’s not,” Cerrick assures the same time Njord says, “I’m not.”

“If I had a husband as lovely as he, I wouldn’t waste my words on horse care,” Njord’s brother Olin adds with a grin, flicking his long black hair out of his face. Alva and Olin took after their father Arvid, with his brown skin and black hair, while Njord and Rosalia inherited both their parents’ fair skin and the height of their father.

Cerrick flushes while Njord’s siblings laugh. Rosalia helps Cerrick up onto his horse, unbeknownst—or perhaps all too aware—of the way Njord is glaring at her. Her smile is kind, and Cerrick can’t help returning it.

Her leather riding gloves are clean and recently oiled. She handles the horse with as much ease as Njord does. Her easy demeanor calms Cerrick’s mind, and he rides comfortably beside her as they move out.

The others ask why he’s coming after putting up such a fuss, but he evades their questions. After all, he’s not the only one tagging along just to watch. The hunt is a social affair, as much as he despises it. It’s a chance for eager admirers to spend time with their beloved royals, a time of friendly competition. The biggest boar brought down will feed the entire hall tonight.

Cerrick is wearing a light cloak over riding trousers and a wool shirt for the cold. The tail of the cloak keeps getting caught on the saddle. He’s not used to the complicated process of riding a horse after spending a spoiled life in warm carriages. With a muttered curse and warm cheeks, he frees his cloak and hopes no one notices.

He’s not the center of attention, thankfully. Neither is Njord. His sister Rosalia has a crowd of fans surrounding her. She’s notorious for isolating herself, bypassing her admirers and suitors alike. Any chance to get her out of the palace is a victory for the Aeton public. Now, she’s laughing with a red haired noblewoman on the horse beside hers, discussing archery.

“Rather vital for a hunt, to be able to shoot?” Cerrick asks Njord when he mentions his hunting prowess. Njord isn’t boasting the way a Kryc would; it’s just not in his nature. He knows that he’s skilled, he says so, and his siblings uplift him further. It’s as disconcerting as it is refreshing.

Rosalia might be the oldest, but all their siblings look up to Njord. He is the one they go to when they’re in pain, when they want to laugh, when they need a celebration. Njord would hug strangers in the street if they asked, and he can fit the whole country in his smile.

In answer to his question, Njord just winks. “The Pointstaff is quite versatile. My honored sister might prefer the bow, but the Pointstaff offers a special kind of range. More control, more precision, in both the spear and the claw. I have never wanted for a bow when I have my beauty in hand.” He pats the Pointstaff strapped to his back for emphasis. “She has never let me down.”

The further they ride from Holbeck, where the air is thick with fog and hazy with factory smoke, the clearer the sky gets. They could never ride all the way to the Middle Forests in the short hour’s ride, but their forest of choice is as beautiful and breathtaking as the Middle Forests are said to be. Cerrick and Njord will be headed there for the customary post wedding trip. Soon, he’ll find out for himself how beautiful those forests truly are.

He mentions this to Alva, who laughs. Her robes, the dark green indicative of healers, don’t get tangled around the saddle. She’s as comfortable as one could be, at ease in the saddle while Cerrick is already sore. He’s not looking forward to dismounting and finding feeling in his legs again.

“These forests are meaningless compared to the Middle Forests,” she says, motioning to the thick canopy of green leaves overhead, penetrated by golden afternoon light. In Holbeck, nothing shines with a warmth quite like this. The sunlight of Holbeck sometimes blinds him, cascading down on the bright streets. It’s warm, but it’s harsh. Here, the sky is a deep, brilliant blue without a cloud in it, not the eternal gray of Kryos. Cerrick is awestruck by the beauty. Alva chuckles again.

When he does dismount and find his footing, his boots touch barren dirt. Grass doesn’t grow here except in sporadic patches throughout the forest. Cerrick is tempted to sit and rest his aching muscles a bit, but supposedly walking helps the pain. Heavens know if that’s true.

“The Middle Forests are nothing like this. Their trees are all white with bright red leaves,” Alva continues, repeating a description he’s heard so many times before, even in Kryos. The Middle Forests are a popular holiday spot for Krycs deprived of sunlight. He knew many people in the Ice who dreamed of setting foot in a land of sunlight that was legendary to many of them. So many of them never got out of that corner of Rinnfell, all the way to the day Saint Calith of death claimed them.

“You’ll never find clearer water or smoother rocks,” Alva says, “and the lake—”

“Alva!” Rosalia’s voice cuts through the chatter. She was born to be queen, or perhaps just born to make people shut up and listen to her. “I want you up front with me so that you can help when the inevitable idiot gets injured.”

Alva flashes Cerrick a small smile. She and Olin are subdued except for the moments when they burst and own the room. They’re not like their sister. Then again, no one is. “Apologies, Cerrick. I’ll sit next to you at the feast tonight and we can resume this conversation.”

“You owe me a dance,” Cerrick says with a pointed finger, sending her on her way. He joins the crowd of royals, hunters, diplomats, servants, and those just here to watch. Hair and skin of every color for a group as weapons are unsheathed, horses tied up, and orders given. Cerrick is mesmerized by the order that emerges from this chaos. This once, it’s not a surprise Njord manages to sneak up on him.

“Cerrick,” he says as opposed to clapping a hand on Cerrick’s shoulder like he has in the past. Has he noticed how it startles Cerrick, or is this another result of their fight at the theater?

Either way, Njord made the effort to change, again. A fierce pulse of affection strikes Cerrick’s heart, so sharp it’s startling.

“Would you like to come with me?” Njord rumbles, leaning closer so Cerrick can hear him over the clamor. Cerrick pulls back on instinct, then remembers it’s expedient for him and Njord to be seen together like this, close, conversing quietly like real couples do.

Cerrick wonders what he thought he’d do—stand at the edge of the forest alone while everyone else went inside? “Of course. You need someone to cheer you on, right?”

Njord smiles. Cerrick doesn’t know where his own newfound confidence is coming from, but he falls into step behind Njord with his Pointstaff held proudly aloft as they enter the forest. Cerrick wishes he had the talent to sketch a scene like this.

Rosalia leads the hunt, and her voice booms over the crowd. She splits the party up in order to cover the most ground, increase the chances of finding something to kill.

Cerrick thought the whole party would’ve traveled together and took collective silence when someone took a shot or threw their spear. The more witnesses, the better. He assumed there’d be an instinctive need to show off, boast of the kill. He assumed it’d be a brutish affair.

Aeton surprises him again.

Cerrick follows Njord as he veers left, realizing too late that Njord isn’t taking anyone else with him. Cerrick hesitates, wondering if Njord wants true solitude, but he was explicitly invited. Njord looks back when Cerrick starts lagging behind, and his worries dissolve.

“Don’t get lost,” Rosalia teases as she heads off with a group of five, Alva among them. Cerrick flushes.

“Ignore them,” Njord grumbles, mistaking Cerrick’s embarrassment for genuine discomfort. “They’re just jealous that I was the first to be married out of all of them, and to such a wonderful man.”

“You don’t have to flatter me to appease me.”

Njord casts back another smile. He offers his hand, and Cerrick accepts it under the pretense of keeping up with his superhuman pace. “It’s not flattery.”

The forest is warm, with only the occasional breeze breaking through the trees. Cerrick is content to walk with his hand in Njord’s, comfortable down to his toes. He relishes the privacy that this forest provides. They’re bathed in silence aside from birds chirping far above.

“You’ve never been hunting?” Njord asks, breaking that silence.

“No. There weren’t sizable forests near anywhere I’ve lived. Hunting isn’t common in Kryos. Too cold, too few animals. We northerners live on food shipments from the southern dukedoms like Burfell and Hester.

“On celebration days in Rinnfell, we roast a huge pig from the Burfell forests in front of the palace. Everyone gathers there for somewhere to warm their hands and a hot meal. It draws out even the shiest children.”

Fuck, he needs to stop talking about Rinnfell. It’s well known here that he attended Sigmond University, but what he’s done in the two years since he graduated always becomes a tricky subject with strangers.

When he joined the Order of the Sun, Andor advised him to explain that he worked in the palace, nothing more. That usually has the opposite effect, drawing more curiosity. Countless times, Cerrick has had to play the part of the noble fool, pretending to live the lazy court life.

Njord hums. “My mother threatened to disown all of her children unless we each brought down a beast great enough to feed the entire hall. Alva cheated by coaxing a rabbit to her side with her healing charm—it’s not limited to physical healing, you know. Her touch soothes the mind, helps you trust her.” He shakes his head. “Unfortunate for that rabbit. It was eaten by the beast who was attracted by the scent, and the beast killed with Alva’s knife.”

Abruptly Njord goes still. Cerrick roots his feet in the fallen leaves covering the floor, following Njord’s line of sight to a deer. It’s standing in a clearing just beyond the trees, head down and nuzzling the grass.

Cerrick wondered how Njord could kill anything up close with a Pointstaff without scaring it away. The answer? Very, very slowly, with complete silence.

Njord slowly stalks up behind it, holding his Pointstaff out in front of him. Cerrick holds his breath, watching him move. His blue cloak flutters out behind him with the slight breeze, and the deer remains none the wiser, its head still bowed and picking through the grass.

Njord moves so quickly, so suddenly, it’s startling. He swings the claw attachment of his Pointstaff toward the deer. The Saints aren’t on his side, for the deer startles and bounds through the forest before the swing can connect. Even the birds squawk at being disturbed. Njord sighs.

Cerrick stifles his laughter at the glum look on Njord’s face. “Well, it was bound to happen. You can’t get them all.”

“I—I was trying to impress you,” Njord mumbles. “By doing it without the bow. Usually I can.”

Cerrick nearly bursts out laughing after he recovers from shock. Impress him? How has Njord not learned that he’s impressed Cerrick tenfold already?

Cerrick regards him for a moment, thinking of the safest response. “Here’s something that would impress me,” he settles on. “Catch me. I bet you can’t.”

Njord turns to him and licks his lips. The look in his eyes makes Cerrick shiver. The hunter. “Are you sure?”

“Ten whole minutes,” Cerrick says, straightening his back. “If you can’t catch me in ten whole minutes, I will be decidedly unimpressed.” He won’t be, of course, and he’ll give Njord some sort of prize regardless. Sweet words? No, that would do little to soothe Njord, judging by the frustration on his face after missing the deer. He needs victory.

Cerrick contemplates a greater prize. A kiss on Njord’s cheek or even his mouth, something Cerrick should’ve given him long ago. To keep up the pretense of a normal couple, Cerrick should’ve gathered his courage and done what was expected of him in this role. Njord clearly wants it. He’s taking this marriage seriously for reasons Cerrick can’t discern.

“Very well,” Njord murmurs with that predatory look still in his eye. “You had better start running, then.”

He stands still, and Cerrick realizes that he means right now.

Cerrick starts running through the forest, pacing himself at a speed he can maintain for a while if need be. A few seconds later, the heavy pounding of Njord’s footsteps sounds behind him. The instinct of fleeing from a pursuer kicks in, and adrenaline helps Cerrick along. He doesn’t look back, zipping around corners and trees.

Cerrick may be small, but he’s fast, whereas Njord’s bulk slows him down. Cerrick is able to whip around tree trunks at a moment’s notice with nothing more than a scrape on his arm. Njord must take an ambling step to avoid smacking dead into the tree.

Saints, Cerrick didn’t realize how much he’s missed this. The thrill in his chest from a chase, thinking strategically in the short term, his world narrowed to just surviving the next sixty seconds. Everything after is for him to worry about later. All that matters is now.

The chase clears his head in a way that the sunlight and color of Holbeck weren’t able to do. In this moment, he can stop thinking about Alfred and the Asger Archives, Orv Stinar and Edlyn and the oligarchs and Kryos. All Cerrick has to focus on is the next tree in his way, determining if it’s big enough to slow Njord down.

And Njord doesn’t even want to kill him.

A growl of frustration from behind spurs Cerrick on further. He glances back to find Njord closer on his heels than expected. Despite another push of adrenaline, soon Cerrick is the one running into a tree. He narrowly dodges it at the price of skidding to a halt. A precious few seconds lost.

Cerrick stumbles in the leaves, losing the rest of his momentum. He yelps as Njord picks him up with those strong, warm arms. Another embarrassing squeak escapes when Njord crowds him against a tree, pinning his hands over his head. Njord’s huge frame looms over him, yet Cerrick’s chest is still light and free.

The sun pierces the leaves overhead in golden rays that cast onto the ground, painting Njord’s hair in a glowing red. A few strands have broken free from the braid.

They’re both breathing hard. “Well,” Njord rumbles, “I caught you. Now what?”

Cerrick instinctively squirms against the tree. Finding no escape room, he pushes closer to Njord. He looks like a Saint bathed in gold like this, not smiling but not angry either. Never angry with him.

“I’m impressed,” Cerrick manages.

“I lost the deer. What do I get with you?”

Cerrick didn’t consider what Njord’s prize would be if he caught him.

Cerrick’s eyes drift to Njord’s lips. It’s okay, his logic pipes up. This is allowed. This is encouraged. This is fine. You are married, for heavens’ sake. Njord is looking at him like he’s the greatest thing he’s ever laid eyes on, leaning in as if pulled by a tether in Cerrick’s chest. His body heat radiates so close, he’s so close, it’s intoxicating—

Before Cerrick can throw caution to the wind and wrap his arms around Njord’s neck, clamor breaks through the trees on the other side of the clearing.

Njord jumps away from him, leaving Cerrick exposed to the confused gazes of Rosalia and her hunting party. He tries to quickly compose himself.

“Rosalia,” Njord says. Cerrick is pleased to hear his voice crack. He clears it hastily. “Have you had any luck?”

Rosalia’s dark eyebrow remains furrowed, observing the scene and drawing some Saints forsaken conclusion. “Yes, I have. I made my kill, but I’d appreciate some help carrying it out. You haven’t caught anything—or have you?”

Cerrick’s cheeks flush. Rosalia smirks and turns on her heel back the way she came, her parade of ducklings trailing behind her. Njord touches his elbow in apology on his way to join her.

With the help of three others, Rosalia carries her kill—a wild boar—out of the forest. The crowd cheers, bowing to their crown princess. Though Cerrick is still repulsed by this part of the hunt, he smiles at the pride on her face.

Njord carries one corner of the boar on his shoulder, beaming widely at his sister. Cerrick glances at him and remembers the heat of him, so close against that tree. He quickly looks away.

Cerrick spots Orv in the sea of people crowding near the royals, congratulating Rosalia on her kill. Orv blends in easily. At least he doesn’t wave to Cerrick this time, preserving a modicum of anonymity.

“First the theater, and now a hunt,” Cerrick grumbles as he fights his way through the crowd. The party will be heading back to Holbeck soon, he doesn’t have long.

Cerrick shakes off the eager grip of royal admirers and finds Orv at the edge of the crowd. “Lord Cerrick,” he greets, but Cerrick motions for him to be quiet.

“What do you have for me?”

Orv reaches into his pocket and pulls out a yellowed, folded piece of paper. “You asked for proof that I was serious. I obtained it.”

Cerrick unfolds it and quickly scans it, turning his front to the party in case anyone tries to read over his shoulder. An old habit.

It’s a contract for an employee of the Kryc government, including the agreement not to discuss the things one sees, does, and hears in employment there. By speaking to Cerrick about it, Orv is violating several of them. Cerrick holds it up to the light, begrudgingly admitting that it’s a legitimate document. Andor stamps each one of these with the seal of the Pristine Head Oligarch he keeps in his desk.

A seal that Cerrick shouldn’t technically know is there, but he wouldn’t be a true Ice member if he didn’t investigate the desk drawers of the man he was going to work for.

Cerrick hands it back. “What do you have for me?”

Orv glares at him. “You’re not going to thank me? You Sun members are so rude.”

Cerrick sighs. “I don’t have time for niceties. The less time we’re seen together, the better. The quicker we get back to where we’re supposed to be. While I’m sure that you wish we could sit down somewhere with a jug of coffee and go over everything you have to offer me, I have to keep it short.” Cerrick leans close to whisper, “I can protect you.”

Orv’s face changes. “How? How will you be able to protect me when assassins slip in through my window? You have better things to do than watch my home. How can you take away the fear in my chest every time I journey to meet you?”

If only we were back in Kryos, Cerrick thinks. I could do this easily.

If only Edlyn were here to help him. She could watch Orv’s windows at night while Cerrick met his social requirements in the Aeton court. The two of them could accomplish anything together.

Fucking Andor, as she so eloquently put it.

“I wish I could protect you,” he settles on. “I want to work with you. How do you know to expect assassins? Who would come after you for helping me? And please, tell me how this is related to the Asger Archives.” He scrubs a hand over his face, wondering when this got so convoluted. It was supposed to be an easy investigation.

“There are people in Kryos who would rather kill than let this information come to light. People related to Eir. Treaties and peace laws won’t stop Kryos from hunting me down here. I moved to feel safer than I did in Rinnfell. As for what I saw—” Orv shakes his head. “Eir’s family has been screwing people over for as long as they’ve been in power. It went far back beyond my time with her.”

Cerrick nods.

“Eir trusted me,” Orv adds. “She would come to me to unload her guilt, her struggles, or her problems that day. I was no one, just another man working at another desk, but she came to me.” He smiles, and stars appear in his eyes.

Cerrick sighs and attempts to get this conversation back on track. “What illegal business was Lysa Dukedom involved in?”

Orv stammers, “They had good reason! Lysa Dukedom would be penniless if left to their own devices. For centuries, the rulers of that region of the country have cheated to put money in the coffers, but in Eir’s case...her family took five percent of every sale of Lysa lumber.”

Lysa, the land of dead forests in central Kryos. Trees that never sprout leaves no matter the season, level of sunshine, level of rain. The country gave up on its central region long ago, using the dead trees for the paper factories and the generous firewood demand in the north.

Cerrick murmurs, “That’s quite a serious claim. She told you this outright?”

“In as many words.”

“Look, Orv—” Cerrick gestures as if spelling things out for a child. “In a court case against a duchess of Kryos, you need more than one man’s word to argue for something like this. I would need documentation. Something that shows this is true. Did it ever occur to you that Eir might’ve been lying or leading you on? Playing with a subordinate because she found it entertaining?”

“Why would she feed me a negative story about her family instead of a positive one, if she didn’t fear me spreading the tale? Such a catastrophic story wouldn’t help her reputation or her business as Duchess of Lysa.”

“It doesn’t answer why she would share it with you, either,” Cerrick says, close to crying from frustration. “And how many times do I have to point out that I’m here investigating the Asger Archives, the break in at Thornby Hall? Not Duchess Eir.”

Orv pleads, “This is about the Asger Archives. I swear on the Saints, one and all are connected. I’m not leading you in circles.”

Cerrick opens his mouth, but Orv says, “I swear on Saint Calith,” not a vow to be made lightly. To lie to the Saint of death...you might as well take a knife to your own heart.

“I’ll get you proof,” Orv says for the second time. “Documents. I—I should have something. I, um. Took a lot of stuff with me when I left. You just need to give me time.”

Cerrick crosses his arms. “If you’re leading me on—”

“I’m not. Swear on Saint Calith.” Orv raises an eyebrow and glances toward the sky, waiting for her to strike him down. He remains solid on the ground. “We both need to go back before we’re missed.” He slips Cerrick another note and melts into the crowd.

Cerrick returns to Njord and Rosalia with a perfect smile and more congratulations, though his mind is with the note in his hand.
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THAT NIGHT, AS CERRICK is undressing for bed, he uses his first moment of solitude to read the note from Orv. Another location for their next meeting.

In the pockets of his cloak, he finds another crumpled note with different handwriting. Furrowing his eyebrow, he reads, Meet us at Meadow and Locke on Grytry morning. Alone.

There were dozens of people at that hunt. Cerrick shook hands with many of them when he first arrived and just before departing. At times, such as when Rosalia carried the boar into its cart, Cerrick stood shoulder to shoulder with other people in the crowd. Any one of them could’ve slipped this into his pocket without him noticing.

He bites his lip, reading it over again. The ink is neat, not blotted, the handwriting is respectable but not fancy enough to be a noble’s, and the parchment is thin and cheap. Indistinctive.

Cerrick throws his head back and sighs. Damn it, he knows better than to risk his life for information about heavens know what based on some anonymous note definitely written by an assassin. It’s a foolish idea. Absolutely no justification. If Edlyn were here, she’d be listing off all the reasons that it’d be a horrible idea to go, especially alone.

After consulting a map, Cerrick slips by a sleeping Njord out the door on a chilly Grytry morning.

Cerrick pulls on gloves and buttons himself up in his thickest coat over a floor length skirt. Both are black, and the coat is lined with fur at the collar to keep the worst of the cold out. Unfortunately, it doesn’t have a hood. The exposure tickles the back of his neck when he sneaks out of the palace. After glancing over his shoulder five times, he chastises himself for being paranoid and walks on.

His yearning for privacy only grows as he walks. It's unnerving to hear his name called amiably when he’s walking down the street, hands shoved in his pockets. Stranger still to smile and wave as if he’s just out for an innocent morning walk.

He’s always been able to blend into the shadows. In Kryos, he had shadows to blend into at all hours of the day. In Aeton, he only has the darkest alley corners to rely on during the daytime. Cerrick glances toward the sky, the ever shining sun, and shivers. The world seems so much bigger when the sun is out like this, not a cloud in the sky. Big, open, endless. More vulnerable for shadow dwellers like him.

All the houses he passes are bright and colorful, adorned with small porches and quaint windows that look out onto the cobblestone roads. The palace looms on his right side, a sizable landmark in the distance no matter where you stand in the city. Its gold trim and towering white walls are nothing like the palace of Rinnfell, dark and dreary.

The morning air is crisp and sharp to breathe. Cerrick makes fists within his pockets, watching his breath fog up before his eyes.

The corner of Meadow and Locke is a large log coffeehouse with smoke billowing from the chimney. A little bell jingles when Cerrick enters, but the room is quiet and empty. No one stands behind the countertop, and the only customers are cloaked in shadow at their corner table. The warmth from the fireplace makes Cerrick shiver.

He claims a table of his own at the other end of the room, drinking the coffee he brought from the palace. He looks out the window, drawing shapes in the frost with his finger. The sunshine peeks through, casting a blessed warmth across his chest.

Rinnfell must be dreadful right now. Snow will be covering every part of the city, and no one will dare leave their home with fewer than three layers. Everyone will carry a light or heat source with them at all times. The gray Rinnfell weather is a misery Cerrick is happy to escape.

“Join us,” comes a rumbling voice. Cerrick turns. The occupants of the other table haven’t moved, aren’t looking at him. Their faces are hidden by the hoods of their dark, ratty cloaks.

Cerrick waits another minute before the second one snaps, “Are you deaf?” in halting Kryc. Cerrick sees enough of his face to watch his lips move.

He silently moves to the other table, turning a chair around and straddling it. He’s adjacent to the other two, staring into the dim morning light while he waits for them to speak.

Cerrick sips his coffee and waits quietly. Informants don’t like pressure.

“Are you an Order member?” the one to the left asks, still not looking at him.

“Yes,” Cerrick murmurs, wondering if it’s the right answer. There are a dozen Orders he can think of, both within and without the Kryc government. These men could be anyone, wanting him for anything on anyone’s behalf.

This pair could be some of Bertie’s many, many enemies. The idea sends a chill down Cerrick’s back. He’ll deal with that possibility when he comes to it. He carries a dagger in his boot for a reason, though spilling blood here would complicate things.

It was a bad idea to come. What were you thinking? asks Edlyn’s voice in his head.

If these folk know he’s from the Sun, that could be a problem as much as it might serve him. First Orv, now these men. Cerrick doesn’t like so many people knowing who he is. Too many windows of danger. Danger could lead to ruin if he’s careless.

Cerrick grips the back of the chair and exhales.

Old instincts kick in while he waits for the men to speak. He examines the room from top to bottom, noting the quickest escape points, the nearest places to dump a body, the way he’d free himself if need be.

There may not be anyone at the service counter right now, but the workers lurk just out of sight. The fire is crackling in the workroom to heat the water, and the scent of rich coffee wafts forth. Fresh. Recent. They’re not alone.

Again, Cerrick tries to unmask his foes. Their cloaks are dark and torn in places. They have no flashy jewels or telling stains. Their shoes are slightly scuffed, not shining but not worn with age either. They’re dressed as discreetly as he and Edlyn would dress in deep cover.

The man on the right turns his head toward Cerrick, letting the light cast onto his face enough to let Cerrick see a hint of stubble, wrinkled skin, crystal blue eyes. “We are the reason everyone knows who Erline Asger is now when her name had never been uttered before,” he says in a heavy accent, rumbling through the words the way Njord does.

Cerrick swallows, recalling everything he’s ever learned about hiding the truth. His whole life, he’s been hiding, from his parents to the moment he looked Andor Estensen in the face and said, “No, sir,” when asked if he’d ever dealt with any of the lower city gangs, because he certainly had the gruff demeanor of one of their foot soldiers, wasn’t that interesting?

The man on the right hasn’t taken his eyes off Cerrick. He schools his breathing, smooths the crease in his forehead, and chooses his question carefully. “Who hired you?”

The one on the right smiles. “We worked alone.”

“No,” Cerrick says, slouching a bit in his chair. “You two don’t seem like the type who seek hidden value in mundane biographies. The idea that the Asger Archives were at all valuable would’ve had to come from outside. Before you helped release the Archives to the public, as you pointed out, no one knew about them. About Erline Asger. Even now, hardly anyone notices the words in the text. The conversation surrounds Thornby Hall. The miraculous robbery. I commend you for your efforts. Your techniques are marvelous. Seamless.”

The one on the right raises an eyebrow. “My, lad, you’re good.” The one on the left still hasn’t moved or spoken.

Cerrick says nothing, recalling the morning he and Edlyn were interviewed by Andor. The two of them were hardly the first Sun members to have deduction talents, but the speed at which they solved the theoretical problems he presented impressed Andor nonetheless. They were hired then and there. One morning, dead on his feet, Cerrick psychoanalyzed Brandr unthinkingly and received a speechless stare as a compliment.

“You couldn’t have worked alone, as you had nothing to gain from the theft,” Cerrick continues now. “Stealing the Asger Archives wouldn’t have been as rewarding as stealing, say, the wedding bracelets of Sigrid and Erika Thorpe, also stored in the Thornby. They died in Aeton.

Cerrick smirks. “Which means that someone else was compensating you for the risk you were taking. For a team of only two to lift something from a place as delicate as the Thornby, your price would be high. Your employer is someone important, or at least rich.” That opens up a world of possibilities. He recalls Orv’s insistence that Eir’s name belongs in the pot with Alfred’s.

Please, heavens, don’t make me have to indict Eir. Eir, gruff but kind, tough but fierce, strong in heart and mind and spirit. A woman who likes dealing with problems face to face. She doesn’t hide. Or at least, Cerrick didn’t think she did. His head spins, trying to keep it all from turning into a convoluted mess. He fears he’s too late.

“How do you know it’s only the two of us who did the job?” the man on the left finally says, turning his chin a bit. He reveals a scar to the light. His eyes stay hidden under the hood, too dark to see.

“The rest of the team would never have agreed to meeting with an outsider,” Cerrick replies, thinking of all the times Bertie tried to get away with meeting outsiders. How many times the Ice vetoed him. He had to obey. Armies make kings. The Ice made Bertie. It was a delicate balance of power Cerrick never quite learned to tiptoe. Cerrick always thought himself bigger than he was, and Bertie would never take him seriously. The Flower. They were forever fighting.

The man on the left snorts, staring into his empty coffee mug. “You are good.” He glances at his companion. “No wonder he’s in the Ice.”

Cerrick raises an eyebrow.

The two men rise from the table, and one of them tosses a gold coin on the table. “Some of our mistress E’s generosity, for your attention.”

“Tell Bertie fuck you for me,” adds the other as they exit the shop. The jingling bell and the empty mugs are the only indication they were ever there.

Cerrick turns the coin over and over in his hand. No clue lies in the gold itself, or in the dirt caked into the pattern of the Middle Forests. Maybe he’ll treat himself to some joy that the life of a prince’s husband can’t provide, though even this can’t buy Edlyn a trip to Holbeck, or any of the answers he needs. He would give it gladly if he just knew who to give it to.
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“ORV IS TELLING THE truth,” Edlyn tells him on her second visit. “I looked through the records of the oligarchs’ staff, and he served as Eir’s accountant for five years. He wasn’t lying about that.”

“I know,” Cerrick says. “He showed me his contract, which had Andor’s personal seal. What’s more, he finally told me what he’d been waiting to tell me.” He fills her in on what Orv described about Lysa Dukedom, about Eir’s involvement. Edlyn hums in interest.

“That could be bad,” she says, resting her chin on her hand. “If it’s true.”

“He promised he’d get me proof in the form of documents. I told him to stop wasting my time, but I’m not sure that’s a lesson he heeded. That’s not the only thing I discovered.” He leans forward in the dim candlelight of the embassy office and tells her about his meeting with the robbers.

Edlyn just shakes her head. “You determined nothing about who they worked for?”

“Just a Mistress E.” Cerrick produces the coin and turns it over in his fingers. It still yields no clues. “I have a feeling they’re a dead end. It’s by chance that I got that note and met them anyway. I doubt I’ll see them again unless they send me another.”

“Mm. That happens.” She pillows her chin on her palm.

Cerrick sighs, remembering the trip that will prevent him from seeing Orv for weeks.

Edlyn notices his discomfort right away. She leans forward in her chair and asks, “What’s wrong? Why are you in such a sour mood?”

“Njord and I leave for our wedding trip tomorrow,” he grumbles, stubbornly refusing to meet her gaze. He turns around in his chair when she tries to grab his chin and force him to look at her.

“That’s...that’s wonderful! That’s what’s got you in a snit?”

“It’ll disrupt my work schedule. The proximity will make my investigation nearly impossible to hide. I’ve tried to postpone the trip as late as I could, but five weeks after the wedding was the most I could get away with without looking suspicious.”

She rolls her eyes. “I can see it in your face that you haven’t been sleeping. Take a break, Cerrick. Leave the Archives behind.”

“For two weeks?” Cerrick stares in outrage. “I’m not in Aeton to wander off to Vegertha Valley, I’m here to investigate the most delicate robbery in Aeton’s history. It is a highly secretive mission, assigned to me personally by the ruler of Kryos. I am not here for sightseeing and romance.” He shakes his head. “I’ve known this trip was going to be an inevitable barricade since the beginning. I think it’s best to get it over with as quickly as possible so I can get back to the real reason I’m here. Business, not gossip. I figured that Rinnfell isn’t treating you well, but must you stoop to fantasy to entertain yourself?”

“You’re not here to kill yourself,” Edlyn says, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Once you arrive in that forest of flowers with its rivers and a romantic little cabin, all alone with your big cuddly warrior of a husband, I don’t think you’ll be complaining about much of anything.”

Cerrick shakes her off. “I’ll be quite enamored with my husband, indeed. My beloved Asger Archives. Work, Edlyn.”

“Cerrick, he gave you a cloak! A very beautiful cloak which you’re currently wearing, and you can’t tell me you’re only wearing it because it’s warm. You won’t convince me that you don’t at least like him a little bit. Heavens, I wouldn’t be opposed to marrying him for all of the things he does, all the rumors I’ve heard. You’re lucky.”

“I never said I was out to despise him,” Cerrick mutters. “He’s perfectly cordial, and the cloak was a thoughtful and practical gift. Does that make you happy?”

Another withering look.

He adds, “It’s just a marriage of convenience. I’m divorcing him the moment I have what I need from this country. Anything more would just get in the way of that. It’s unnecessary.”

“Maybe for you,” she says, “but you can’t control him. It sounds like he’s well on his way to love.”

Cerrick thinks back to the glow in Njord’s that’s been there since the day they met. The heat that overtook him when they almost kissed during the hunt. Cerrick, despite all of his best instincts, wanted it too.

A flush spreads over his cheeks, and he buries his head in his hands. “Shut up.”

“Telling me to shut up won’t make it go away. You’re wearing the evidence.”

Cerrick sighs and comes up to face the world again. She’s right. He’s been the center of Njord’s powerful attention too many times to count it as nothing, and he’s not stupid.

“Whatever happens, good luck,” Edlyn adds softly. She grips his shoulder tight, staring out the window into the snowy street. The glow of the candle in this office is enough to illuminate the dark concern in her eyes. “Even if all that happens is rest. Rest your mind, rest your body. You work too much, Cerrick. You stress too much. The case will be solved, never fear. But you needn’t rush to solve it like you’ll die if you don’t.”

“I—thank you? What else would I allow to happen on this trip but rest?”

She smirks. Cerrick doesn’t want to know.
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CHAPTER SIX
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With Edlyn’s words still ringing in his head, her advice not to bring the Archives ignored, Cerrick enters a carriage. Njord’s legs don’t leave much room in the space between their benches, so Cerrick tucks his legs under him on his own bench. He fusses with his cloak and some extra furs, settling them around him for the excuse not to look at Njord.

When Cerrick is as comfortable as he’ll get, with nothing else to do, he lifts his eyes. Njord is watching him with a curious little frown. Perhaps he’s wondering why they’re not sitting together. Njord, terrible romantic that he is, might wish to hold him.

They have hours to go in this tiny carriage. Njord would let him out of his arms without question, but Cerrick doesn’t want to watch his face turn gray with guilt when he asks. Doesn’t want to feel his own heart shrivel up.

An envious look at Njord’s arms is Cerrick’s punishment for refusing the silent offer of a cuddle. Cerrick fixes his eyes stubbornly on the snow outside the window and doesn’t look back.

His bag with the Archives lies untouched on the floor as the hours drag on. He could explain it away as idle reading, but he still doesn’t want to risk taking it out. When the boredom turns unbearable, Cerrick shuts his eyes and tries to ignore the sound of Njord’s breathing and their acute awareness of each other. He still doesn’t sleep a wink.

The only thing left is his investigation. Cerrick has been through a thorough scan of the Archives countless times and found nothing substantial. He’s learned more about Alfred Dalton’s rise to power than he ever thought he would, and gathered more speculation than he’s ever had about how Alfred and Andor became so close.

Something put him in Andor’s good graces and inspired unyielding mutual loyalty. Cerrick just doesn’t know what. Of all the painstaking detail that the book covers, that’s the one missing point.

Cerrick is stumped about why any of it is worth stealing, let alone reading. Its only practical purpose is for the scholars and historians of the future. That leaves him with Orv and his trail of clues. Cerrick can only pray that Orv doesn’t lead him straight into a dead end.

Andor chose him personally for this. He mustn’t fail.

After four hours, the bumpy ride finally ceases and Cerrick can take a breath of relief. When the door opens and the view is revealed, every worry about the case flees his mind.

It’s ridiculously easy to give himself over to Vegertha Valley once he sees it. Everything is in full bloom like it’s the middle of spring—the entire valley sings with life. The flowers are green and purple and red and blue and yellow and white, and the sun paints gold onto the creek. Njord breathes soft words of awe, their bags in one hand, his Pointstaff in the other. He wouldn’t let Cerrick carry anything if he asked.

When the carriage departs, servants thanked and horses petted, Cerrick is convinced that he never needs to leave this place. Nothing in the world exists but the soft rush of the water, the gentle coos of the last birds before true winter.

Aeton’s Middle Forests have always been described as a marvel, and now Cerrick can see and breathe why.

The dusting of snow coating the hills and the thinning green forest remind Cerrick of his wintry home. Kryos is suffering through the darkest part of their year, mourning yet another year without sunshine in the north. They’ll be celebrating Sven’s Day in a few weeks, when the chilly air turns unbearable and the moods turn foul. Cerrick doubts he’ll be there to see it. He can’t say he’ll miss it.

Bond with him, Edlyn reminds him in his head. You’re stuck with him for two weeks here. That carriage ride was terribly awkward. Why should you suffer needlessly in the name of a case you can’t solve from here? Talk to him. Allow yourself to enjoy your husband, no matter how fake he might be.

“Njord,” Cerrick says, wrapping his cloak tighter around his chest when a chilling wind hits his ankles. The contrast of the sun on his face and the wind on his skin makes his whole body shudder. This cloak has never felt more like a glorified blanket. He pulls the hood up and grimaces.

Njord whips around, tossing his braid and his brown cloak. He’s been walking in the creek that flows over the river rocks, humming merrily with their luggage hoisted onto his shoulder. Cerrick shivers at just the thought of that water temperature, no matter how thick his boots. “Yes?”

The wide eyed look on his face, childlike, makes Cerrick smile. Njord is so easy to manipulate. He might die doing Cerrick’s bidding.

“Have you ever heard of Sven’s Day, the holiday in Kryos?” Cerrick asks, slowly catching up. Njord walks at a giant’s pace.

“No. What is it?” Njord splashes out of the river to move towards Cerrick, who fights the urge to widen the distance. That would just be rude, and it’s not the point of this exercise.

Bond with him.

“It’s what the freezing souls in Kryos will be suffering through or celebrating soon, depending on how you look at it. The darkest day of the year, the coldest winter night in the north. We celebrate with a lot of misery and scowling—”

“And alcohol?”

“Yes, of course. Then we smile and celebrate the idiot who was run out of his village for remaining cheery when the rest of the town was determined to be miserable on that day.”

Njord laughs. “Only in Kryos, where the cold addles your minds.”

“Mm. The poor man, Sven, wanted to make a holiday out of the coldest day of the year, make something good out of the worst thing north Kryos can imagine. You can imagine how that went over with the freezing crowd. On the coldest day, after they ran him out of the village, they wanted to commemorate how awful he was. They wanted to make sure that no one ever forgot his name, so they could forever curse him.”

“Thus giving him what he intended,” Njord finishes.

“Exactly. Now all of Kryos drinks to his awfulness.” Cerrick closes his eyes and pictures the morning of Sven’s Day. “We sit around fires with our families and drink something cold just to spite him before moving on to the hot food. The snow falls outside, and the most daring children go skate on the frozen ice.

“We recount the worst stories of the week we can think of just to bring down the mood, and then someone shares a cheery story to set it right. We laze about all day doing nothing. We either choose to curse Sven’s name or find something nice to dwell on. It’s a truly miserable affair.”

“An excuse to bring families together,” Njord says, ever the optimist. “Just from meeting mine, I’m sure you know that we wouldn’t mind such an occasion, yet we wouldn’t be able to stay in a fake bad mood for long. Tell me about your family, Cerrick. Do they observe this Sven’s Day?”

Cerrick’s smile dims as he thinks of his parents. They were always done up perfectly, every hair in place and every crease smoothed on their clothes, yet they never wore a smile. The day he was accepted to the University of Trygg in Steinberg, they congratulated him coolly, like he was finally meeting their requirements. An obligatory accomplishment.

“My love? What’s wrong? I’m so sorry, have I upset you by mentioning your family?”

“No,” Cerrick says, fumbling for a better excuse.

Njord turns to him. “Do you miss them? I’m sorry to have brought forth such pain. Like I told you the day we met, I can be an ass, and I do not think of the consequences of my words before I speak. My apologies.”

Njord reaches for one of Cerrick’s hands, which have been buried deeply in his pockets and gloves for some time now. Cerrick smiles at his bewildered expression when he can’t determine where the sleeve ends and the pocket starts.

“I do not miss them at all,” Cerrick says, trying for honesty for once. He’s always evaded the questions the Hagens ask him at the dinner table.

Edlyn has never liked listening to these rants. Of course, she will, but it’s one thing to hear your brother in arms talk about his awful family, another to know that your own loving family sent you north to work since they could not. Cerrick is not callous enough to have missed that. No wonder she wound up in the Ice, where the lonely end up as prey. “That is rather the problem.”

Njord raises an eyebrow, squeezing his hand.

Cerrick smiles sadly, slinking back into his skin, a little further into his cloak. “They weren’t very supportive. I do not miss them. They do not miss me. Kryc families are not as warm as yours are.”

“I’m sorry. You sound like you were very lonely.”

Cerrick bites his lip. “I was not entirely alone in Kryos. There was a girl I met shortly after completing my studies. We grew close very quickly.”

“Oh.” Njord turns his head. Cerrick realizes a moment later how that must’ve sounded, but all he can do is laugh. The idea of him and Edlyn—like that—is simply too absurd.

He squeezes Njord’s hand this time, smiling up at him. “Not like that. She’s my dearest friend, but that’s all.”

Njord’s face smooths out, expression lightening. Cerrick is sorry to be the reason it darkened. “I see. Kryc?”

“No, a Tailing girl.” Cerrick should shut up before he says something he shouldn’t, but the thoughts of Edlyn tumble out of him. He misses her so fiercely he aches with it, even though he only saw her last night. It’s just not right without her by his side. Damn Andor for breaking them up.

“Really? I’ve only ever met the Tailing royal family on diplomatic occasions, and those were the rare times they let me in the room with my mother and sisters. You know how they despise men.” Njord chuckles. “I’ve heard the people are quite friendly, though. Outgoing.”

Cerrick smiles. “Mine less so. She’s fiercer. More likely to curse at strangers than laugh at them. She—she—”

He breaks off in laughter, thinking of the time Edlyn bought and decorated that damn cloak with her first Sun payment. Watching her walk into their apartment in all black and jingling with knives made him choke. He imagines Njord’s reaction would be much the same.

Now, he can’t speak without laughing. Njord begins chuckling too. “She decorates her cloak Kryc style, but not with art or bark or bone shards like the rest of us. Not even animal horns, like I do. Not my Edlyn. She decorates with little fake knives.”

Their roaring laughter only grows louder. Njord’s cheeks are flushed red from the cold, from the grin that stretches his face. Cerrick just can’t look away.

When Edlyn first put on real knives, Cerrick was scared shitless that someone from the Ice would recognize her, especially wearing that cloak to work in the palace. He begged her to take off the real knives that she used in the Ice and replace them with fake ones designed for cloaks. She gave in for love of him.

As Cerrick and Njord’s cabin at last comes into sight, Cerrick pictures Andor in his head shaking his finger. As if disciplining a child, he’d say, You know not to reveal so much, Cerrick. I thought I taught you better than that.

The thought doesn’t make Cerrick burn up. He cannot take his words back. The best way to deal with information overshared is to act like the whole world has the right to it. Cerrick has nothing to hide as long as others believe it. Andor taught him that, too.

He was bound to mention Edlyn sometime, and Njord knowing about her is harmless. What Andor doesn’t know won’t hurt him.
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THE CABIN IS SMALL but charming. The most important feature is the stone fireplace and the heaping pile of firewood outside. Cerrick sees it and raises his eyebrows at Njord, who winks.

The size of the bed tucked into the corner makes Cerrick’s pulse flutter. He’s never even slept next to Njord in his princely bed, which is big enough to allow plenty of room between them. Cabins like these don’t allow for such accommodations. This bed is low to the ground in Aeton style, and would be big enough for two people of normal size. However, Njord is not normal sized. It’ll be a tight squeeze if they sleep beside each other here.

He’ll worry about it later.

Later comes after an hour of reading by the creek while Njord spears their dinner with his Pointstaff because, “I need the moral support of my dear husband, please?”

Another hour inside by the fire while Njord cooks the fish and tends the fire, insisting that Cerrick do nothing to help. They have conversations about things that should mean nothing to Cerrick but do anyway because Njord murmurs in his sweet gravelly voice, smiling at him between bites of the best smoked fish Cerrick has ever had.

After that, Cerrick avoids the bed by making notes on the Archives at the cabin’s fold out desk. Njord, who’s been in bed for a while, mumbles, “Cerrick, my love, what are you doing?”

Cerrick turns. He thought Njord was asleep. “Sorry, is the light bothering you?” Njord put the fire out before going to bed, and Cerrick already misses its overwhelming warmth, though the light of his little lantern helps him read. The noises of an outdoor forest are unfamiliar to him, the strange groans and creaks and shrieks that give him chills.

Think of how much warmer you would be if you went to bed with him, he thinks, unbidden. Cerrick buries his head in his hands.

“What?” Njord asks sleepily. His accent is thicker, his words slightly slurred. “What light? No. Are you coming to bed?”

“Oh.” Cerrick sighs, keeping his eyes off the size of the bed so as not to dissuade himself. Saints, if only there were a couch in here! A big armchair by the fireplace where he could curl up under the pretense of reading.

However, that sort of lie wouldn’t be sustainable for two weeks. He must face his fears. “Uh. Yeah. Give me a minute, go back to sleep. I’ll be right there.”

The sheets rustle as Njord rolls over, and Cerrick squirms at the familiar feeling of eyes on his back.

He folds his notes and puts away the Archives in his bag as quietly as he can, blowing out the lamp before Njord can discern anything.

Cerrick abandons his cloak on the floor and slides into the bed, smiling at Njord in case he’s watching. Their faces are close; Cerrick itches to turn his back to Njord. Is this normal? Does he look normal?

“I can hear you thinking,” Njord mumbles, his voice thick with sleep.

“Go to sleep,” Cerrick whispers. “I’m here. It’s okay.”

It’s too dark to see anything, but Njord doesn’t speak again. Cerrick surrenders to Njord’s warmth and his heavy eyelids.
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THE NEXT MORNING, NJORD drags him outside into the shivering cold at sunrise and says, “Come, there is something I want to show you.”

“What is it?” Cerrick asks, shoving his hands as deep into his pockets as they’ll go. The wickedly soft fur collar warms his chin. Saints, this cloak will be useful in Kryos in the dead of winter, when it feels like he’ll never feel an inkling of warmth ever again.

He longs to go back inside the cabin, preferably under the warmth of the covers. At the very least, he’d like to get his hands around a hot cup of coffee. Njord, in his dog-like excitement, thankfully let him pull on the damn cloak before coming out here.

He’s Kryc, he should be built for the cold. An early Aeton winter should feel like nothing to him, but alas. Not everyone can be like Njord, the walking furnace. The walking cheery furnace, most infuriating of all.

Njord smiles. “It’s a surprise. Follow me.”

Cerrick squints into the sunrise, looking for some obscure plant or flower that might’ve caught Njord’s eye. He leaves his Pointstaff on the ground along with the axe they found next to the firewood stack. Cerrick looks back at them uncertainly, wondering if it’s against some Aeton code of honor to leave one’s weapons in the open like that.

Cerrick gradually warms up and wakes up with the day, following Njord through the colorful valley of flowers, watching rabbits scurry out of their way. “Perhaps I’ll catch one of them for dinner, would you like that?” Njord asks, his accent stronger because of the early hour. Cerrick has to bite back a giddy smile at the sound of it.

“I would, very much.”

He surrenders his curiosity and lets Njord lead him where he will, trusting him to remember the path. The open valley of flowers and shrubs is replaced by a forest on its dying leg, trees already losing their leaves for the winter. The trunks are stark white, the leaves as bright a red as the legends say. The sight takes Cerrick’s breath away, even after all the warnings.

Cerrick follows along in a daze as Njord leads him through the forest, slipping red leaves into his pockets like a wonderstruck child. Njord halts at last in front of a black boulder partially covered by the red leaves. He feels around on its surface until he makes a noise of triumph and shoves the tree branches out of the way, revealing a small cave opening.

He looks at Cerrick and smiles. “The surprise is through here. I suggest you leave your coat behind. Don’t worry, it’s warm inside.”

Cerrick reluctantly peels off his warmth, leaving it in a sad heap by the cave entrance. At least it’s not snowing.

He’s instantly shivering, but true to Njord’s word, the cave is heavenly warm, even if getting through the low opening is a challenge. Cerrick crawls through first and gets to watch his broad and tall warrior of a man struggle through, getting his loose hair caught in the tree branches outside. There’s more than a bit of muffled Aeton cursing before Njord finally emerges into the cramped cavern.

He shakes his hair out of his face, grumbling about how he should’ve braided it today. The low ceilings and dim crystal light reveal how tall and awkward Njord really is in tight spaces. He’s hunched over in order not to hit his head on the ceiling. 

Cerrick glances at the crystal shards again and realizes abruptly where they are. “Is this one of the crystal caves?” The shards here are bigger than the ones that light up the Order of the Sun’s offices back home, but they have the same distinctive glow. “I have some of these back home.”

“Yes.” Njord smiles and bends to dip his fingers into the main feature of the cave, the circular pool in the center. “I hope you know how to swim.”

“I do. Don’t tell me there’s room to swim in there.”

“It goes under,” Njord says, closing his eyes and drawing a winding tunnel with his fingers in the air. “Into another cave. I’ve swum it before. It’s like nothing else.”

Cerrick’s panic must show on his face, because Njord stands up and says, “You obviously don’t have to do it if you don’t want to, but I promise there’s no danger of drowning. The tunnel to the next room isn’t that far. What’s in there is well worth it.”

Cerrick sucks in a deep breath. How did the theft of the Asger Archives land him here, about to dive into an underwater cave with Aeton’s favorite prince?

As Njord begins stripping down, Cerrick realizes too late that he’s about to go swimming with his new husband. “Er—do you mind if I keep my shorts on?”

Njord shrugs. “It’s your body. Why are you asking me?”

Cerrick stares, waiting for the joke to end. It’s difficult to accept that Njord is truly as kind as he seems. That the people here aren’t deceptive and automatically untrustworthy like the people he’s used to working with in Kryos.

Njord leaves his own smallclothes on and steps into the pool without hesitation, sighing while he waits for Cerrick. Cerrick sticks his fingers into the pool, bracing for freezing cold. He gasps when he discovers it’s scalding. He belatedly notices the thin layer of steam filling the room. “What’s in that other room? Tell me, please.”

Njord smiles in that anything for you, my husband way that’s terrible for Cerrick’s concentration. “Swim with me, and you’ll see. The beauty of it cannot be conveyed with mere words, much like you.”

Cerrick nearly swallows his own tongue. He follows Njord into the water without protest.

Kryos does not allow for frequent swimming, certainly not like this. Cerrick’s swimming skills have dwindled in the years since his family’s trips south to warmer lakes, and he flails in panic for a brief moment. The tunnel is glowing with the light of crystals. While it’s not narrow, it’s daunting nevertheless.

Njord’s long and elegant strokes through the water put Cerrick to shame. He’s too focused on getting to the other side to worry about looking graceful. The infuriating part is that Njord probably isn’t trying to look graceful either.

Cerrick pushes past him as his lungs ache and scream for air. Breaking the surface of the water is an immediate, gasping relief. After he’s recovered his air, he notices the frigid temperature of the air. The water suddenly doesn’t seem so bad.

Njord emerges with a splash beside him while Cerrick’s still wiping the water out of his eyes. “I’m never doing that again,” Cerrick laughs, breathless.

“Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to. The only way out is the way we came.”

Cerrick groans.

Njord laughs. “Worry about that later, m’jorn.” The Aeton word for my love. That one word warms Cerrick from head to toe. “Look up and it will all be worth it.”

When Cerrick looks up, he finds himself face to face with the biggest white crystals he’s ever seen. Whenever he moves, the crystals shine and shimmer with white light. The source.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Njord says quietly. Cerrick is speechless. Alva never mentioned this when she spoke of the Middle Forests. No one ever has.

He slowly spins around in the hot water, tilting his head up to look at the ceiling. Every inch of the cave, no bigger than the one they entered from, is covered in these crystals.

Njord says the name of it softly in Aeton, rich and smooth. Cerrick doesn’t understand the words, but he doesn’t need to. He swears he can almost hear them sparkling. Then he wonders if the steam and the small space and the proximity to Njord are just addling his mind.

“Was this worth it?” Njord asks shyly. Cerrick tears his eyes away from the spikes and looks at him incredulously. He forgets that, despite Njord’s bulk and might, he has such a fragile heart. One that needs such careful and constant tending in order not to shatter.

“Of course,” he whispers into the quiet of the room. “More than. Thank you.”

Njord’s face lights up with the white crystal light. The grin that spreads across his face is so unadulterated, so beautiful and bright. The water renders his hair a darker shade of reddish-brown, his eyes an even deeper blue. His very soul seems to glow.

Cerrick’s heart swells in answer.
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“NJORD, WHAT’S WRONG?” Cerrick asks one night. The days feel endless, the nights even longer in the two weeks they’re here. The sounds and sights all stretch into one.

He’s not obtuse enough to pretend that nothing is wrong with Njord. Dare he say Njord has been trying to get him to notice that something is wrong. He has been this whole time in a subtle way. Even when he’s happiest, wearing the widest grin, there’s a sort of melancholy in his eyes. Cerrick has been trying to use his deduction tactics to figure it out, but nothing has dawned on him so far. Njord seems to be a blind spot.

After a pause so long Cerrick is afraid Njord won’t answer, he hears, “Why do you never kiss me?” quiet and disappointed like a puppy. “We have been married for over a month. I don’t know how your culture treats such things, but this is abnormal in mine.”

Cerrick grips the edge of the desk in the corner of their cabin and takes shallow breaths to steady himself.

“Have I done something wrong?” Njord asks.

“No,” Cerrick says in a rush, desperate to—to what? Shut him up? Convince him? “It’s not your fault. It’s not my culture.”

“Then what is it?” Njord steps closer, his heavy footsteps like thunder in their tiny cabin. Every time he’s near, Cerrick’s breath comes short, afraid Njord is going to pick out the inner workings of his mind. “I want to kiss you. Why won’t you entertain the possibility?”

“It’s me,” Cerrick manages, licking his lips, heart hammering, “not being able to admit I want you as much as I do.”

Njord’s eyes darken, his posture stiffens. His breathing hitches the slightest bit, audible even across the room.

Njord’s endless blue eyes search his for Saints know what. Cerrick sees the desperation there, senses how hard Njord’s trying to hold back. The intensity of that gaze sends a shiver through his body like it has before, but never quite like this. Cerrick tilts his head back the slightest bit, jerks his chin.

The only practical benefit to doing this is to convince the public that the marriage is real. But there’s no one here to see him in this warm cabin. There’s no reason he should be doing this.

He can’t lie to himself any longer. Njord is brilliant in every way. He’s the kindest man Cerrick has ever met, the most alluring, the most considerate, willing to learn and change in the face of a mistake. That care, that attentiveness, that genuine apology is what makes Cerrick’s pulse jump. He ignores what he told Edlyn, his insistence that Njord is business only.

Cerrick wants to kiss him, too.

When Njord doesn’t move, Cerrick whispers, “Yes. It’s okay.” Because Njord is sweet like that. Because he would’ve insisted on hearing it anyway.

Njord at last crosses the room in two long strides and takes Cerrick’s face between his palms, kissing him with a gentleness Cerrick wasn’t expecting based on that fiery look. He’s sweet and soft and caring, but his grip is still strong enough to make Cerrick gasp for breath and his heart lurch. Njord’s muscles strain with tension. His hands move down to Cerrick’s shoulders, and Cerrick’s hand flies to squeeze his wrist. It’s okay.

Njord’s selflessness will surely be his own downfall. He only pulls back for air, leaning their foreheads together with a small gasp.

“Alone together,” Njord whispers into the quiet of the night, candlelight dancing over his face. “How delighted I am to have you alone at last.”

“Me—me too,” Cerrick manages. It comes out flat and insincere. He tries to plan for Njord, but every time he thinks he’s gotten a handle on things, Njord flips everything upside down.

Njord is right. They’re on their wedding trip. If there were ever a time to enjoy each other’s company all alone, it is now. Now is certainly not the time for Cerrick’s panic to spring forth. His strange hesitance whenever Njord grows near. The kiss soothed some of his worry, but the panic returns now in waves through his stomach.

Njord leans down for another kiss, hand on his cheek, which Cerrick falls into far too easily. His mind begins slipping away into a puddle on the floor, melting into the warmth of Njord’s hands. Cerrick doesn’t know what to do with his hands, where to put them, how to navigate all of this. Njord does, and it’s so frustrating.

Why did Cerrick never consider this when he agreed to this mission? Being married to a walking pillow of a prince includes, surprisingly, affection.

Njord places his other hand on Cerrick’s back, navigating him towards the bed in the corner, and Cerrick can stand it no longer. He breaks the kiss, gasping, and braces his hands on the desk beside them. His heart hammers in his chest. He takes a few precious moments to gather breath while Njord is utterly silent.

“I am sorry,” Njord says, “I don’t mean to pressure you at all—”

“Stop,” Cerrick grits out. “Please.”

Njord stops. He obeys without question, the source of the problem. Cerrick’s heart lurches, despite his commands to stop.

“You don’t need to check every time I’m hesitant,” Cerrick says to the tabletop. “I will let you know if something is wrong. You’re very sweet, but you do not have to worry so much. Alright?”

If only Njord were rude and jealous and absent. If only he didn’t care about Cerrick at all. That was what Cerrick had been counting on. Everyone would sympathize with Cerrick, call him a martyr for putting up with such a horrific husband. They’d turn a blind eye to Cerrick’s activities and eventual betrayal. It wouldn’t matter that he’s Kryc. Instead, Njord is a saint, and Cerrick’s hesitance paints him as a villain. Why couldn’t Njord be the villain?

Cerrick doesn’t really wish for that.

“I am sorry,” Njord says again. “I—I let my desires overcome me for a moment, but I promise I’m in control of myself again.”

You were never out of control. That was the gentlest, most controlled, most careful man Cerrick has ever encountered. “It’s fine,” he says, heart settling.

Njord retires to bed without asking Cerrick to join him. Cerrick sits at the desk, tactfully ignoring him and going over the Archives by lantern light. It’s become their routine, and it’s only a matter of time before he hears the familiar words.

“Cerrick, my love, won’t you come to bed? What are you doing?”

Cerrick’s chest seizes with panic for the umpteenth time, scrambling for an excuse. “Nothing. Reading.”

Cerrick hasn’t had time for idle reading in years. Every time he has to lie to Njord about why he won’t come to bed, Njord gets this sad look on his face. Naked betrayal. Cerrick grew out of a distaste for lying long ago, but Njord brings back his conscience. He resists the urge to wipe that hurt look off Njord’s face every time he sees it.

Cerrick should go lie down with him, smile at him, kiss him to apologize. Njord’s done nothing wrong. How could he, when his nature is to be so caring and loving? It’s raw. It’s natural. It comes easily to him in a way Cerrick has never understood. He’s not good at this. He’s clumsy and stiff. Not good with words. Didn’t think he’d need to be. Not in a way that truly matters.

When Cerrick took this job, he thought he’d be fishing for virtues in his new husband instead of flaws.

He sighs. Like he always does, he folds the papers back up, stuffs them in his bag, and leaves them behind when he crawls into bed.
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THE NEXT FEW DAYS ARE a blur of uncertainty. Nothing Cerrick does wipes the kicked puppy expression from Njord’s face, and Cerrick doesn’t have the courage to tell him he has nothing to be sorry for. They don’t kiss again. They don’t mention it.

The Archives are there for him. Cerrick learns more about the law apprenticeship Alfred Dalton took than he ever thought he would need to. And Alfred’s childhood, and every diplomatic mission he’s done for Andor, and the string of lovers he’s run through.

Cerrick throws himself into his studies, ignoring Njord’s painful presence in the cabin with him. He hopes that if he keeps at it long enough, the problem will simply fade away, just like he hoped his parents would disappear when he ran to college.

He coveted the dream of becoming a prosecutor in a palace courtroom well before the end of his first year. Cerrick still remembers his first uncertain months in Steinberg, alienating everyone around him, never letting anyone close enough to be a friend. He was scared and alone, but anything was better than the choking authority of his parents looming over him in that dark house. Anything was better than being trapped in the town of Grenivik.

Once the Archives can offer Cerrick no more, he still climbs into bed beside Njord. Njord still catches and cooks him dinner, still takes him on walks through the legendary Middle Forests, answers all Cerrick’s questions about the red leaves. But that’s it. The amiable laughter in the air has melted and gone.

“Do you remember that bet we made on the hunt?” Njord asks one morning, breaking the unbearable tension. He stumbles through the words, either because he’s not fluent in Kryc or because he’s flustered.

Of course he does. How could Cerrick forget a single moment of that damn hunt?

They kissed only a few days ago, but the intensity of it is fresh enough for Cerrick’s face to flush when he thinks of the hunt. He covers his face with one hand.

“Yes,” he says, remembering how the yearning bubbled up in his chest that day, turning into heady excitement in his throat. That excitement bubbles up in his chest now, watching Njord watch him. Njord hides nothing on his face, nothing at all. Cerrick wants to kiss him again. Saints, he wants to kiss him again. “Why?”

“I was wondering—” Njord breaks off, looking at the table and tapping his fingers. “I was wondering if we could do it again.”

Breathless, Cerrick asks, “What do you mean?”

Njord gestures out the window of the cabin, still not looking at him. Cerrick wonders if he’s hiding a red flush. “We have ample forest here. Or we could make it harder for you, do it in the open. There’s no one here to see, no one to interrupt us like—like last time.”

Cerrick’s cheeks are swallowed by flame. Once he realizes that Njord is simply referring to the chase, he stutters, “I—yes. But I’d rather have a more productive bet than a simple chase. And even if we were going to run, I would never do it in that freezing cold stream or anywhere close, ever.”

That earns him a glance at Njord’s face, a glimpse of his warm smile. “What would you suggest we do instead, then?”

“Teach me to spar. I haven’t picked up a sword in years. I’m sure I’ve forgotten most of what my tutors taught me, and nothing I learned from them could be better than what you have to teach me. You’re Aeton’s minister of war.”

“And you accuse me of being the flatterer,” Njord quips, getting to his feet with a spring in his step. His hair is unbound from its braid, as it’s been most of the time they’ve been here. Cerrick gets to watch it bounce as he collects Pointstaff from the corner along with his firewood axe.

He hands the axe to Cerrick with a grin that might be classified as devious. “We’re a bit unevenly matched, don’t you think?” Cerrick asks, glancing uneasily at the size of the Pointstaff in Njord’s hand. He’s seen Njord fell countless new soldier recruits with that. Cerrick doesn’t particularly want to end up on his back in the snow today.

“Would you like this instead?” Njord asks, offering his Pointstaff. Swapping weapons would certainly even out their size difference. Cerrick glances at it, noting how it’s taller and bulkier than him, and cringes.

“No, I think I’ll stick with this,” he says, knowing he would just fumble the large weapon in his hand. Njord grins again.

Ten minutes later, Cerrick can firmly classify that grin as evil.

Njord told him his most fluent language was that of the battlefield. He wasn’t joking.

Cerrick can barely keep up. If he was ever good at this, he’s long out of practice. Almost anything was more worthwhile than learning the skills of a soldier, in his parents’ eyes. They looked down on soldiers, saw them as barbaric and unnecessary in this era of peace. Cerrick gave up trying to convince them of their importance years ago. He’d like to see Njord give them a piece of his mind.

The axe is heavy in his hands. It’s infuriating to watch how easily Njord wields his Pointstaff. It’s Cerrick’s own damn fault he agreed to this. A bit of exercise for his underworked muscles, he told himself, with a lurking desire to watch Njord do what he’s best at. A bit more fodder for the shivering urges and fleeting thoughts Cerrick nurses while watching Njord train.

Cerrick fights to the bitter end, even knowing Njord wouldn’t harm a hair on his head.

All his tutors’ advice flies out of his head. Njord performs some kind of elegant spinning move that lands Cerrick against the wall of the cabin—it’s far too cold to do this outside, even if it’s cramped in here—and his axe knocked out of his hand in the same breath. Njord wears the face of a victor, a conqueror.

He tilts Cerrick’s chin up with the tip of the Pointstaff, smirking, shaking his hair out of his face. If Cerrick wasn’t out of breath before, he certainly would be now. If he weren’t so overwhelmed by Njord, he’d be embarrassed about how laughably easy it was for Njord to beat him.

“Do you surrender?” Njord rumbles. Cerrick shivers.

He’s not opposed to being trapped between the cold wall and Njord’s warm body, but he says, “If you want me to.”

Njord drops his Pointstaff with a clatter. Like that day in the forest, Njord’s heat radiates through his clothes, seeping into Cerrick’s bones. Nothing—not the fire, not his cloak, not the cabin—could bring Cerrick so much precious warmth.

“I very much do,” Njord says, dropping the remaining pretenses and taking Cerrick’s face in his warm hands to kiss him firmly. Njord wraps his arms around Cerrick’s waist to hoist him up the wall. Almost instinctively, Cerrick drapes his own arms around Njord’s shoulders. They fit together naturally, like a normal couple.

If Cerrick concentrates hard enough, difficult when Njord’s kissing him, he can pretend that they’re just two normal people. A normal couple enjoying their wedding trip, just as couples do.

Kissing against the wall of their cabin to avoid the cold, Cerrick’s hands tangled in his lover’s hair, wondering why he didn’t do this before. Why he waited to accept Njord’s affections until a few days ago, why he didn’t tell Njord sooner that all is well. Normal.

Normal. As normal as they can ever be. Never as normal as Cerrick wishes they could be.
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LOOKING INTO NJORD’S face by dying candlelight, Cerrick changes his mind.

During the wedding, he was overwhelmed by the noise and light and color of the crowd, the sheer amount of people and energy. Njord was unfazed, easily comforting Cerrick with quiet words in alarmingly perfect Kryc.

Even then, the bastard seemed to have an instinct for knowing when something was wrong with him. It’s still unnerving. Is Cerrick that easy to read, or does Njord truly have an uncanny ability because he cares that much?

That’s beside the point. Now, he knows he would endure it all just to have Njord like this, sleeping with his face pillowed on his arm, hair covering his features like a curtain, the lines of his face smoothed out in sleep. Cerrick is the one who gets to see him like this.

“What are you staring at, m’jorn?” comes Njord’s low, rumbling voice, startling Cerrick. My love. He flushes hot.

“You,” he whispers, rubbed too raw to put effort into an excuse. Njord would just see through it anyway.

“Is there anything that rattles you? You’re always so perfectly put together, so composed, so good at everything. It’s infuriating.” Cerrick sighs. “You’re untouchable. You’re perfect.”

“Oh, my love, you could not be farther from the truth. Of course I can be rattled. Of course I’m imperfect.” He runs his hand up Cerrick’s side, kisses his cheek. “You are my undoing.”

Cerrick fights the now familiar urge to turn away. Njord’s words are nearly unbearable, as dangerous as looking directly into the sun. When Cerrick can’t sleep, whether Njord is next to him or not, he imagines something quite like this. Njord whispering sweet things into his ear to soothe him, help him sleep. A bad habit, a dirty secret that Cerrick has no intention of letting out.

Njord has no such qualms. He spills his secrets easily, fearlessly.

“When I am with you, I feel strong and secure like never before. No other has made me feel this way,” Njord says, pulling him closer by an arm around his waist. “You make me giddy like a child. Your very presence excites me.” He strokes the back of his hand along Cerrick’s cheek, raising a shiver on his arm. The urge to squirm away isn’t as powerful as the desire to remain right where he is, under the sunshine of Njord’s attention.

Cerrick bites his lip. “I—yours excites me, too.”

Njord’s grin rivals the sun.

He doesn’t hold back on his affections after that, now that Cerrick has given him every reassurance he could ask for. At any given moment, Cerrick will turn around and find Njord hovering behind him, ready to bend down and kiss him just because he feels like it.

His easy demeanor is...unfamiliar. Disturbing. Cerrick searches for an ulterior motive in every one of those kisses, every affectionate gesture, every time he pulls Cerrick closer into his arms at night. Cerrick never finds malice in the deep blue of his glowing eyes.

He’s careful to control his instinctive hesitation when he finds Njord looming over him, because at the slightest hint of discomfort Njord will stop. Cerrick very much does not want to stop, nor go through another awkward period. Njord is excellent at reading when Cerrick doesn’t want something, but he seems to have a blind spot for when Cerrick does want something. Especially when that something is him.

Their last day in Vegertha Valley, Njord leads him west of the cabin after dinner. As they walk, the sound of the river grows clearer and clearer. They haven’t traveled to this section of the forest this whole time, except for Njord to gather firewood. Every night, he builds the fire high for Cerrick. The stack outside the cabin didn’t last long, all because of Njord’s infallible sense of romance.

“You’re not taking me swimming again, are you?” Cerrick says, clutching a hot mug of coffee in his hands. He’s nearly buried underneath the weight of furs Njord draped around him. “No matter how beautiful the sights may be, in this weather, I refuse. The sun is about to go down over the hills.”

“No swimming today,” Njord promises, stumbling down the hill and falling into step beside the creek. He accidentally splashes water toward Cerrick, who shrieks and darts out of the way, pulling his coat protectively tighter around him. “There will be water, though. I promise you’ll be safe. I’ll protect you.”

Cerrick waits for him to continue, but Njord’s plans remain a mystery.

“How do you have time to discover these things?” Cerrick asked him one morning when Njord interrupted their breakfast to show him a patch of green flowers across the creek.

“You sleep long,” Njord replied, his grasp on Kryc fuzzy in the morning. “I am used to being up at dawn to train. You are not. This allows me time to explore without worrying about your comfort and pace.”

Cerrick flushed hot. He knows he’s not built for this, an inconvenience to someone as active as Njord, but he doesn’t need the reminder.

“I do not mind having to wait, of course,” Njord added, as if sensing his discomfort. “It allows me to take in the sights a bit more than I normally do. It is just”—he fumbled for words in between sips of coffee—“not what I am used to.”

Cerrick now has no idea if he actually meant that or if he was just being kind, but he doesn’t protest.

He trudges silently behind Njord for what feels like the tenth time in the past two weeks. The time slipped away from him so fast. Tomorrow he will have the freedom of his own bedchamber, his own private desk, quick access to the Thornby, and a visit with Edlyn coming up. Everything he needs.

Tomorrow he has to face the social world of Holbeck again, people who are less friendly and much nosier than Njord.

He stares up at the clear sky slowly turning darker and breathes in freezing air. It’s not often that he looks toward the heavens for simplicity.

The rush of the river dies off when Njord leads them further right, away from the creek. Cerrick looks back. What other water could be here?

An icy breeze makes him shiver. The damn cold is one thing he’ll never get used to, sun or no sun. He longs for the way Edlyn has described Tailing—warm no matter what day you visit, humid warmth trapped under the thick bamboo leaves. “How much further?”

“We are here,” Njord announces, halting in front of a wall of bushes. There’s nothing notable around except patches of yellow flowers on the ground. They look almost deliberately placed.

Before Cerrick can ask, Njord parts the leaves. “Heavens,” Cerrick chuckles breathlessly. Below him is a huge lake, perfect and glimmering and blue, with the dying sun’s light painting orange onto it.

It’s clear and beautiful and so wide that Cerrick can scarcely see the other edge of it. If he thought the forest was gorgeous, the lake is almost comparable to Njord’s boyish smile.

At the edge of the lake is a small brown boat, oars resting against the side.

“Do you like?” Njord rumbles through a stronger gust of wind.

“I love.” Cerrick smiles up at him, watching his eyes light up. “This is beautiful.”

He half expects Njord to say something romantic such as so are you, but he finds the will to restrain himself.

Cerrick hobbles down the hill and bends over the boat to inspect it. Not that he knows much about boats, since he’s only ridden on them a handful of times in his life, but this one looks sturdy and clean. “Was this just lying here?”

“No, I walked back to Holbeck in the hour you were still sleeping and fetched a boat. Yes, it was here already, I just cleaned out old leaves.” Njord wrinkles his brow in thought. “Though, if you asked me to march back to fetch you a boat so we could go across the lake, I certainly would.”

Cerrick stifles a fond sigh, but a fonder smile slips past his defenses.

He climbs into the boat while Njord holds it steady, fussing with his cloak on the bench. Cerrick winces when Njord climbs in and rocks it, splashing water onto the bottom. Njord smiles ruefully. “I’ll try to keep us dry, but I don’t have a lot of experience with this. I’m afraid I can’t promise anything.”

Njord discards his furs and reaches for the oars, wielding them easily with his strong arms.

Cerrick holds onto the side of the boat as they push off, not used to the rocking sensation. The boat seems very precarious, but he eases into the routine of it soon enough. Though he says he’s not, Njord wields the oars with the ease that comes from experience. Cerrick wonders if he’s being modest.

Here in the middle of the lake, the only sound is the rush of the water from every oar stroke. Cerrick faces the sunset, laid out against the stunning backdrop of the white and red forest on the northern hills. The lake is sunken in, surrounded by trees shedding their leaves for the winter. Those leaves gather at the edge of the water, where animals come to drink.

Cerrick puts tomorrow out of his mind. It’s hard to imagine being anywhere but here.

He slowly relaxes into his furs, mesmerized by the rhythmic flex of Njord’s arms and the rippling water.

Njord stops rowing once they reach the middle of the lake, letting the boat slowly glide to a stop. A minute of silence passes while Cerrick enjoys watching the peace of the lake and sips from his coffee mug. Njord speaks while he’s warming his hands.

“Cerrick,” he says, “I brought you out here for a reason other than the wonderful view. There is something I want to tell you.”

“Mm?” Cerrick curls his hands around his cup and takes a drink to wake himself up. This lake is all too tempting of a place to fall asleep, with the faint sounds of the forest and the warm sunshine on his face.

Njord’s breath comes deep, and his eyes close. “I love you.”

Cerrick pauses with the cup halfway from his mouth.

“I have been trying to think of how to tell you,” Njord continues. “No scenery, however beautiful, could match the magnitude of what I feel for you, but this is the best I can do.” He smiles tightly. “I thought about telling you in the crystal caves, but I did not want to risk wiping the joy from your face. I almost backed out of doing it altogether, which is why I have put it off for two weeks. I never want to utter a single word to make you unhappy.”

He’s rambling, filling up words in the space that stretches between them. Cerrick doesn’t know if he should wish for their benches to be farther away or closer together.

He can still find no words. Njord has stolen all of them.

Too soon, warns the logical side of him. Njord must be lying. He has an agenda that Cerrick has yet to determine. But the glow in his eyes hasn’t changed, so vibrant and full of life. Njord and Aeton are both so colorful, so lively. Cerrick comes from the land of the gray and dreary. He doesn’t belong here. He doesn’t deserve to put that look in Njord’s eye.

“I...” He sets down the coffee mug with shaking fingers. Njord is looking at him like he’s resigned to the possibility that Cerrick will never speak to him again.

“I know you can’t say it back yet,” Njord adds with a sad smile. “Do not worry about it. I don’t expect you to. I just wanted you to know.”

Cerrick nods, tight lipped, still stunned. “I—” He doesn’t know what he was going to say, and the look of resignation and acceptance on Njord’s face doesn’t change. His eyes glow with rueful acceptance.

Unable to bear it, Cerrick cautiously wobbles to his feet, mindful of each step. Njord’s eyes rake over him curiously. Cerrick crosses the boat and slowly lowers himself onto Njord’s bench. Thanks to Njord’s sheer size and their heavy furs together, there isn’t much room, so Cerrick finds himself pressed close against Njord’s side as he leans up to kiss him.

Njord freezes. As his left arm curls around Cerrick, pulling him closer, Cerrick’s heart begins to thaw. It unfurls like a blooming flower, ready to dump in this man’s hands.

Take it. Have it, please. It’s yours. It’s been yours since we met.

––––––––
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CERRICK CAN’T SLEEP that night.

Njord gave him space after they got back from the lake, and for once the stiffness between them is not the issue. Dinner was comfortable but quiet, the crackling of their last fire filling the air.

Njord is snoring behind him, and the only company Cerrick seeks is that of the Archives.

Chin in hand, eyes hooded by the lantern light, Cerrick’s gaze drags over the words for the infinite time. Ever since they returned from the lake, he’s been battling the nagging feeling that he’s on the verge of a breakthrough. It’s not the first time.

If he tries just a little harder, reads just a little longer, he’ll find the answer. If only Edlyn were here to help him, but he knows that wishing for her isn’t going to make her appear. Saints know he’s tried enough times since he’s been in Aeton.

Tonight, his eyes are stuck on the first three lines of the Archives. His professors at Trygg University beat into him how important it is to read every part of every contract, no matter how mind numbing the fine print might be. That and only that is what’s allowed him to get through this monstrous book.

His eyes blur over the words again, and his straying mind delves into memories of his college days. He wanted to learn, but the work was grueling, especially during his awful last year at Sigmond when he was juggling the Ice and school at the same time.

He loathed every part of the Ressegalian law class he’d been forced to carry over from Trygg. The class was his first of the day, near torturous when he was still half asleep and frozen over. What did he get from it? What did he learn from all those freezing mornings? Just some useless knowledge about the ban on Ressegalians serving in the higher parts of Kryc government.

Cerrick shakes his head and commands himself to focus. He straightens up in his chair and goes over the first line again. Born to a Ressegalian mother and Kryc father, Alfred Dalton grew up—

Cerrick squints. He sniffs, blinking the sleepy haze out of his eyes, and reads it again. And again.

The truth unfolds in front of him. Abruptly, a hot flush overtakes him. It’s in the first line, how could he have missed it all these times?

“Oh,” Cerrick whispers aloud, unable to help himself. An ear splitting grin spreads across his face. “Oh, that’s genius.”

How he wishes Edlyn were here right now. How he wishes he could tell Njord about this.

He gets up out of his chair and laughs a little, then comes back to see if the words are still there.

He wants to cry.

Njord stirs and grumbles in the bed. Cerrick winces, quickly blowing out the light. He packs up the Archives in the dark, unable to banish his smile. When he finally slides into bed and lets Njord’s arm circle his waist, he’s asleep in a matter of moments.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The five days of waiting for Edlyn that follow are pure, unadulterated agony. When the white rose finally appears in the plant on Cerrick’s balcony, he lies awake for a few hours, bursting with giddiness, until he slides out of bed as gently as he can.

The night they got back from Vegertha Valley, Cerrick silently climbed into bed beside Njord and went to sleep. He couldn’t bear to watch Njord eye the bed with such plain longing any longer. After experiencing the heavenly warmth of Njord’s body heat in that little cabin bed, Cerrick knew he couldn’t sleep on his own any longer.

What he’s learned since: Njord’s palace bed is infinitely more comfortable than the one in the cabin, Njord’s unconscious cuddling habits are no different here than there, and every time Cerrick moves, Njord pulls him closer.

Cerrick is practiced at stealth enough to slide out of Njord’s arms with minimal effort. In the seconds that follow, he waits breathlessly for Njord to wake. He just rolls over, clutching a long pillow in Cerrick’s place.

Cerrick smiles fondly, tearing his eyes from the inviting sight. He pulls on the Njord cloak and shimmies down a pipe outside the window. Through the biting cold, he reminds himself that the sooner he gets there, the sooner he can return here to Njord’s warmth.

As soon as he makes out Edlyn’s shadowy figure in the dark embassy office, the words are out of his mouth. “You’ll never believe what I found in the Archives.”

Her eyebrows lift. She folds her gloved hands in front of her. “What?”

Cerrick takes a seat beside her, winded from running but still freezing on the outside, and says, “My worst class at Trygg and Sigmond combined was Gryting Period Ressegalian Law.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Shut up. I hated it so much, I thought it was both boring and useless, and it was my first class of the day in the later semester, when it’s freezing.” He raises a hand. “Yes, I know, it’s always freezing in Kryos, and I know how often I complain about it. Just bear with me. This is going somewhere.”

Edlyn frowns but doesn’t interrupt.

“Ressegal has more influence than its size indicates.” Cerrick leans back in his chair, smirking. During the carriage ride back, he was absolutely euphoric. He’s still riding that high. “Did you know that anyone with a drop of Ressegalian blood can’t get a job in the higher levels of Kryc government? And that if they try, they suffer eternity in prison?”

“I did not. Why?”

“Part of the Thorpe Code. Sigrid and Erika wanted revenge on the Ressegalians who backed the Gryting government in the Sixth Rebellion.” He taps his finger on the Archives, sliding them over to her. “Alfred’s mother was Ressegalian.”

Edlyn casts him a curious look, flipping the Archives open to the first page. It’s been creased and wrinkled and annotated generously. All of his old notes and theories are useless now. The answer is so simple it’s beautiful. He watches her face while she reads, biting down on a smile.

“Holy shit,” she breathes a moment later, not taking her eyes from the page. “Holy shit.”

“I know.”

She looks up at him. “I could kiss you.”

He laughs. “This isn’t good for Alfred. Or Andor. Or Kryos.”

“Doesn’t matter. We have a motive. Finally, we have a Saints forsaken motive.” She looks to the heavens and sighs.

“Andor has to know about Alfred.”

She scoffs. “What kind of fool do you think he is? Of course he does. This rule is so obscure, the common folk don’t care enough to check anymore.”

“The law cares.”

She grins. “Yes, it does. Oh, Cerrick. It’s in the first line. I still want to kiss you, but I also want to slap you.”

“Believe me, I wanted to slap myself. I think we should both be kissing my Res Law teachers.” With a shudder, he recalls their faces, a woman with a grating voice and a man who never spoke loudly enough. One way for Cerrick to wake himself up was to strain his ears every morning. “Perhaps we should be kissing those ridiculously expensive textbooks,” he amends.

With that taken care of, Cerrick braces for Edlyn’s teasing about his trip. Instead, she slaps down a crisp issue of the Rinnfell Report. “Funny that you mention a breakthrough with Alfred,” she says.

Cerrick pulls his cloak tighter about him, trying to ignore the chill in the night air. The embassy is not graced with the warmth of fires at night, and he’s still dreaming of the warmth of the fireplace in the palace suite. Njord kindly puts it on for him, a leftover habit of the valley.

“You’re thinking of Njord, aren’t you?” Edlyn asks softly. “You’d be cursing and questioning reality if you were actually reading.”

Cerrick wrenches his mind out of Vegertha Valley, away from thoughts of Njord, and focuses on the paper. “It’s hard to see,” he mutters as his face flushes hot.

“Mhm. Shall I move the candle closer?”

Cerrick ignores her and scans the headline. Breaking: Alfred Dalton stepping out of the public eye.

He glances at Edlyn, wide eyed. It’s not so dark in here that he can’t see her grim smile.

She begins reading the article aloud. “Sutry night, protégé and assistant to Oligarch Andor Estensen, Alfred Dalton, announced that he’d be stepping away from the media and his position indefinitely. ‘I think I’ll go to the mountains,’ Dalton joked in a statement to the Report. “I’ll have a lot of time for introspection there.” Dalton refused to disclose why exactly he was leaving.”

Edlyn runs her fingers over the charcoal drawing of Alfred with his hands braced on a wooden podium in front of the Rinnfell palace. “Dalton’s announcement was met with great sadness from the crowd of onlookers.”

Cerrick buries his head in his hands.

“I mean, really. Heavens,” Edlyn sighs. “The whole country is enamored with this man. It’s ridiculous.”

“He’s an attractive young man in the public eye all the time. His would-be-father is the head of Kryos. Of course people are going to gravitate to him.”

“You’re a married man, you shouldn’t be calling others attractive.”

Cerrick whacks her arm with his stack of notes.

“What does this mean, then?” Edlyn asks. “For everything?”

“Oh, Edlyn. Don’t tell me I have to tell you.”

Edlyn raises an eyebrow. Cerrick sighs. “It means that Andor ordered him to disappear from the public eye for a while. No one has ever given much thought to Alfred Dalton before, but thanks to the theft of the Archives, he’s suddenly become interesting. I assume if you look through the paper, assuming you haven’t already, you’ll find—yes, look here.”

He taps the page he’s thumbed to and reads aloud, “Speculation suggests Dalton is moving out of the light because of the recent theft of The Asger Archives by Erline Asger from Thornby Hall in Holbeck, Aeton. The Asger Archives are a biography of Dalton’s life, featuring—blah, blah, I was right.”

He leans back, triumphant. With a curious frown, he asks, “Did Andor tell you he was doing this? Effectively exiling the man he calls a son?”

“No. He doesn’t tell me much anymore, just wishes me luck when I tell him I’m coming to see you.”

“Mm. It’s probably for the best that he did exile Alfred. We don’t need people digging too deep into Kryos and the Archives.”

“Would you say your investigation is done, then?” Edlyn asks.

“What? No, absolutely not. This is just a fact about Alfred we didn’t know. A pretty big one, but a fact at its core. In trials both sides present facts. This would just be one of those.”

Edlyn pauses. “Are you thinking of prosecuting Alfred?”

“No, most certainly not.” Cerrick scratches the back of his neck. “The fact that Alfred should never have been allowed in the government in the first place doesn’t explain why the Asger Archives were stolen. The theft only brought more attention to him, not less. Without the theft, his crime would likely have never been discovered.

“I was told to discover why the Archives were stolen. That was my original mission, and I’m sticking to it. We’re not telling Andor anything until we know everything.”

They’ll deal with Andor later. As much as Cerrick tries to plan ahead, sometimes he must admit that Bertie’s way of life is sound: proceed with flippancy, and only deal with problems if they come, when they come.

“Okay,” Edlyn says, and that’s the end of it. Cerrick will stay here, and she’ll go home. The two of them will stay apart for the time being. “How was your trip?”

“I was waiting for you to ask that.” Cerrick resigns himself to her mockery as he shares loose details of the beautiful scenery, the peaceful lake, their quaint cabin, and the fire Njord generously made every night.

“How was he?” Edlyn asks, digging into the heart of the problem. “I am very lonely in Rinnfell without you. Andor shuts me out, and it’s not like we have colleagues. The occasional conversation with Duke Brandr only does so much to stave off my incurable loneliness. I need to live vicariously through your hopeless love.” She leans toward him and bats her eyelashes. Dark eyes search his for the truth.

“I would rather keep some of that to myself,” he says slowly.

His heart is in his throat until she laughs and says, “Fine. I respect that.”

Respect. For Cerrick’s whole life, he’s struggled to find it, and suddenly he’s finding it in droves. In Andor’s guarded eyes, in Edlyn over the years, in Njord. Saints, Njord.

Cerrick keeps Vegertha Valley tucked away in his heart. Njord’s anxious smile and eager eyes and heady kiss. That peaceful tension on the lake, the precious words floating from Njord’s mouth. The crystal caves, the sparring, the stream, the lake.

Cerrick is married to a prince. Secrets are rare, but he’ll hold this one close.

“I’m happy for you,” Edlyn adds quietly, patting the back of his hand.

Cerrick nods. He can be this with Njord in open sight. There’s no risk. The more people who see, who think it’s real, the better. Njord clearly does.

Cerrick is starting to wonder when he did, too.

––––––––
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A NOTE COMES WITH CERRICK’S morning coffee. It’s another address in Orv’s handwriting, along with a time for that night. Orv probably paid a servant to get it to him. Cerrick hates to leave a paper trail, but he can’t do anything about it now. Orv is equal parts fool and genius. If they had more time together, Cerrick could teach him some useful stealth skills.

Njord sleeps fitfully and soundly every night, so Cerrick doesn’t have to worry about waking him up. He has a tourney coming up soon, and during the cold winter daytime, he wears himself to the bone training for it. Cerrick doesn’t know why. He hasn’t yet had the chance to see Njord fight in a high stakes setting, but Rosalia tells him Njord needs no practice wielding a sword on horseback. Between the training and Njord’s regular patrol duties, it’s no wonder he falls asleep the moment he hits the pillow.

However, none of that is true tonight.

Today, at the insistence of a very loud and very stern Rosalia, Njord has been ordered to take the day off. He only agrees after she threatens to make it a royal order and post it in the dining hall for all to see.

“You will work yourself to the grave, little brother,” Rosalia says with exasperated fondness when she finds the strength to stop yelling at him. Despite being the oldest by only a year, she treats all like children who need her. Even Brenda Hagen isn’t as fond of scolding them, hugging them, and hanging around them as Rosalia is. As crown princess and eldest sister, she is not to be disobeyed.

And so, Njord has a day off under pain of royal death. While Cerrick tries to work discreetly, Njord has been roaming their rooms, the lower floors of the palace, the courtyard, where Rosalia chases him out. Cerrick watches the debacle from his window. The soldiers Rosalia is training in Njord’s place snicker behind her back. Njord huffs and all but stomps his foot like a child. Cerrick chuckles.

He sympathizes with that restlessness. Edlyn has been his Rosalia before, and he’s been hers. Cerrick going stir crazy from doing paperwork in his office seems like an eternity ago. He certainly earned the mission he wanted, even if that mission came with an overactive husband he didn’t plan for.

Inevitably, when Cerrick prepares to sneak out that night, he has to sneak past a very restless and very talkative Njord. When Cerrick returns to their suite after dinner and a bath, Njord corners him and asks him excitedly for more details of his life in Kryos.

“No,” Cerrick says, placing a hand on his chest to walk past him. “You owe me some stories.”

Njord pouts. Cerrick tries not to stare. He’s taken his hair down, combed his beard, and he smells delectable. Pine and fresh air. His cheeks are flushed; he’s just come in from the cold. “One story, please? And then I will share one of my own, I swear. Your life, your Kryos...it all fascinates me. So different. I want to hear all about you.”

Njord’s eyes are bright and wide, pink lips stretching into a smile, taking Cerrick’s breath away not for the first time. He loses his grip on Kryc when he’s excited, too eager to properly think through his words. Cerrick smiles.

Njord is quite bewitching without even trying. He’s wearing silk bedclothes of pale lavender, soft to the touch when he pulls Cerrick closer. He drapes his arms loosely around Cerrick’s waist, looking up at him from where he’s sitting on the edge of the bed.

Cerrick’s heart swells again. He glances at the floor for a moment’s respite. It’s all different now that he knows how Njord feels. Unlike Cerrick, Njord isn’t prone to keeping secrets. He’s an honest bastard who prefers to put everything on the table. There are so few of those left. Njord’s innocence only sinks its claws deeper into Cerrick’s monstrous heart.

“Remember that friend I told you about?” Cerrick murmurs. Edlyn lingers in his mind as she often does, chiding him or laughing at him or laughing with him, or raging with him at someone else. Right now her presence haunts his mind in calm amusement, a thousand insults ready if he even thinks of her in a disparaging way.

“Yes,” Njord says, wide eyed.

Cerrick lets him pull him onto the bed beside him. His warm arm slides around Cerrick’s shoulder for no apparent reason other than just being close. He clears his throat and tells the story of Edlyn bringing Tailing to him since they couldn’t go to Tailing; a party to end all others.

“You’ll never find a Tailing who isn’t smiling,” Edlyn likes to proudly proclaim, recalling her homeland with a fond, longing sigh. She takes Cerrick to the pocket of Rinnfell with the most Tailing influence—restaurants, tea houses, gambling parlors all buried deep within the eastern part of the city. New Tailing, some call it.

Edlyn doesn’t often speak Tailing around him, but when she took him to New Tailing, she transformed into a new person. Brighter, happier, smiling through the melancholy.

Cerrick was startled by the way the people of New Tailing glared at him, distrusting of men as they are. Edlyn had to reassure her people that she and Cerrick had come in together each time they caught sight of him. Were Cerrick to ever visit Tailing, he’d need a woman with him—any woman, not just a Tailing woman—to get an ounce of respect.

For her birthday, Edlyn bought Tailing decorations from a tiny shop in New Tailing and strung up banners around their living room. She bought her favorite Tailing dumplings and soup, and sang poorly while dancing around their sitting room.

She got drunk. He did not. She stumbled around the room with a sloshing glass of liquor in hand, belting out words he couldn’t understand. Cerrick sat and laughed till his sides hurt.

Midway through the story, as Cerrick is worrying about how he’s going to escape Njord’s clutches and go out to meet Orv, Njord’s arm slips from his shoulder. His forehead is pressed to Cerrick’s neck, and he’s fast asleep, snoring lightly.

Cerrick smiles fondly and gently lays him back onto the bed. Njord’s face has smoothed out in sleep, easy and peaceful. Cerrick presses a hand to his heart.

Once he’s sure Njord can be left alone, he pulls on his cloak and gloves and slips out the window.

At the address on Orv’s note, Cerrick finds nothing but a dark alley. He frowns, searching up and down, shivering in the cold. He knows better than to call out, though the unease of a cold breeze on the back of his neck tickles him.

The only thing in the alley is a packet of yellow papers. Cerrick sighs and picks them up. Oh, Orv.

Written on the packet is, Couldn’t meet tonight, sorry. Something came up. I’ll be at the tourney. Find me there.

Cerrick leans back against a cold brick wall and takes a heavy sigh. Though it takes a moment, he calms his fears. No cold alleyway in Holbeck could be as dangerous as southwest Rinnfell, no matter how dark and dreary.

The tourney is in two days. Tomorrow Njord will be back to training, and Cerrick will study the Lysa sale records in the packet.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Two thoroughly exhausting days later, after the words Lysa lohar trees have been permanently imprinted into his head, Cerrick stands in the sunshine.

It warms him through his green velvet robes, cutting through the biting winter chill. For once, he’s not holding a coffee in both hands, warm and awake without it.

Here at the tourney, he listens idly to the line of lutists playing their cheery notes into the air. Cerrick is standing at the top of a grassy hill, more beautiful than anything has the right to be in wintertime. The view from the top can’t beat the Middle Forests, nothing could, but it’s still damn beautiful.

He looks down on the circular stadium where the tourney is to take place, filled with a floor of sand and seats rising high all around it. Spectators fill the stands, and servants flow in and out of the private spaces beneath the seats. From up here, Cerrick catches the rare glimpse of a tourney soldier. Alva Hagen is among them, wearing her dark green healers’ robes with her kit of herbs in hand.

The families of the knights all linger outside the stadium, sitting on blankets with picnic baskets while they wait for the tourney to start. Hours ago, Rosalia escorted Njord to the tents specially prepared for the contestants, leaving Cerrick free to look for Orv. So far, no sign.

Olin Hagen, Njord’s younger brother, sidles up to Cerrick with a smile on his face. He crosses one foot over the other and asks, “Looking forward to watching him?”

“Yes. Is this an annual event? Has he ever won before?”

“Yes, and yes.” Olin grins bright as sunshine, always full of his father’s positivity. “He’s a beast with a sword in his hand. You haven’t seen him fight on horseback. It’s a force.”

Cerrick recalls their pathetic attempt at sparring in the cabin and blushes hot. “Yes.” He clears his throat. “I’m still not exactly sure how this works.”

“Simple. It’s a horse race, but they try to knock each other off their horses. Whoever is left standing or comes in first is the winner.”

Cerrick’s eyebrows rise. Olin laughs. “They use dull swords, don’t worry.” He shakes out his hair and looks back toward the stadium, completely at ease.

Cerrick tilts his head. “How do all of you speak Kryc so well? I often forget that it’s not your native language.”

Olin grins, scratching his head ruefully. “Mother may have had us take a round of lessons when we learned that Njord’s groom was a Kryc.”

Cerrick’s jaw falls.

“She’s very considerate.” Olin shrugs. “Always eager to accommodate anyone who visits her court. Some would say it’s only a political strategy, but she has true kindness in her heart. She knows that her visitors get homesick, feel out of place and lonely, so she does what she can to remedy that.”

Kindness out of the goodness of her heart. For the longest time, Cerrick didn’t believe that those people existed. He’s beginning to learn what they’re like.

“What’s that building over there?” he asks, pointing to the structure beside the dirt path that wraps around the whole stadium. The closest stadium to Holbeck was here on the campus of Enger university, an hour’s ride into the middle of nowhere.

“The library,” Olin says. “The students and saintly priests here have been keeping records within it for centuries.”

Cerrick hums, studying the building from afar. A decent size, the building has an artful slanted roof and tall stained-glass windows that must brilliantly illuminate the inside. The dirt pathway branches off to the doorway, where priests in colored robes wander in and out with stacks of books. “What sort of records do they keep?”

“I’m not sure. Njord mentioned that he wanted to take you for a walk around the campus after the tourney. I guess you’ll find out then.”

“Good.” Cerrick smiles and hides his hands in his pockets.

“You really are a historian.”

Olin is staring at him keenly. Cerrick turns his head. “What?”

“That’s what Njord calls you. He claims that when you’re at home, you like to sit at your desk and do nothing but read.”

He didn’t know Njord was watching him so keenly. He’s out training so much, Cerrick thought...

Stupid, stupid. Cerrick knows better. Secrecy is everything. Discretion is everything.

“You know,” Olin adds, “he’s never had a lover before.”

Cerrick stares at his profile. “What? How? He’s—” The words get caught on his tongue, and he finishes lamely, “He’s so—so—”

Olin laughs. “You wouldn’t be the first to say it. He’s had no shortage of suitors. But as he told you, he only wanted to marry for love. None of those suitors saw him for who he was, only the political advantages that he offered. Njord didn’t want that sort of relationship. Clearly, something was different this time. With you.”

Cerrick ducks his head. Njord deserves better than him.

“You are perfect for him,” Olin says, cutting Cerrick’s wounds deeper. “Anyone with eyes can see that.”

“Thank you,” Cerrick murmurs. “I’m glad you think so. That you support us.”

“We should probably head in there,” Olin says, gesturing to the full stadium stands. “The competitors will be coming out soon.”

Cerrick takes one last glance around for Orv; nothing. He abandons that quest for now and follows Olin down the hill.

Cerrick sits beside Olin on the lowest ring of seats with the best view. People whisper at their arrival, a phenomenon Cerrick tries to ignore. Beautiful, he hears, as well as several other choice remarks about their appearance. Cerrick holds his head high and tries to forget about them. There may be gold glitter in his hair, but it’s not for these folk, it’s for Njord.

“You shouldn’t have dressed up so much,” Olin says with one of his classic shit eating grins. “When he sees you, it’ll be like the sun in his eyes.”

Cerrick grumbles a halfhearted protest.

The stands fill up to the brim, and a trumpet call brings forth the competitors. They ride out in a sea of color, raising their swords high. They’re met with a deafening wall of cheers.

Cerrick spies Rosalia at the front of the pack from her intimidating stance and the hints of black hair peeking through her helmet. She’s in black and red armor, sword in her right hand, left hand on the reins of her chestnut horse. She leads the way to the starting line and claims the center lane.

Cerrick doesn’t recognize anyone in the purples, reds, yellows, but he sees his man in bright blue and green armor, cloak fluttering out behind him. His horse is gray, mottled with black spots, shorter than the rest. His sword gleams in his right hand, black gloves clutching the hilt like one born to it.

His braid sticks out of his polished blue helmet, shining in the sun. Cerrick doesn’t care if Olin laughs, he still curses softly under his breath. Njord is beautiful.

The knights run a few casual circles around the stadium, waving to the crowd. Folks throughout the crowd hand their chosen knight a favor; bracelets, charms, wreaths with fresh flowers braided into them.

“Time to give him your favor,” Olin says as the party of knights approaches their side of the stands. He hands Rosalia a braided flower cord as she blows by, waving at him with her sword. “Can’t be seen playing favorites.”

Cerrick pulls off a golden bracelet he wore for this purpose, handing it to Njord. Njord slips it over his glove and under his sleeve, lifting up the visor of his helmet to smile at him.

“I told you,” Olin says smugly as the announcer calls for the knights to pull into starting position.

“Shut up. He is perfectly capable of competing with a clear head while I’m here.” Cerrick fiddles with the collar of his robes just to test Olin’s theory. To his dismay, Njord’s eyes follow the movement before lowering the visor. Olin howls with laughter; Cerrick flushes red.

The colorful riders line up, and when the trumpet blares, they’re off. Cerrick keeps his eye on Njord. He quickly gets pushed back to the middle of the pack, the most dangerous place to be. As Cerrick has been assured time and time again, this race isn’t dangerous. The stakes are just in the honor of winning. That doesn’t stop his heart from leaping with anxiety.

Rosalia stays at the front, whacking anybody who tries to get close. She shouldn’t need to win this to prove anything, yet here she is. Anyone who looks at her should be able to tell how powerful and utterly competent she is without needing a show of strength.

The riders make loops around the stadium once, twice. Racing while smacking each other with dull swords is just as unglamorous as Cerrick imagined, with none of the finesse of a regular swordfight. As the riders whip past again, Cerrick can hear them cursing and laughing beneath their helmets. Rosalia’s strong voice is among them as Njord and another rider in bright yellow edge up beside her.

Before long Cerrick is on his feet beside everyone else, screaming for Njord to push just that little bit further, go that little bit faster. Slowly, Njord edges up into first place with an effortless shift in posture.

A knight in pale green armor with a purple cape billowing behind them pushes to the front of the pack on the last lap, amid screams from the crowd. Olin curses colorfully. Rosalia is teetering between second and third, Njord riding in a steady fifth.

As the group blows by Cerrick and Olin’s section of the stadium for the last time, the gust of wind blows Cerrick’s hair straight up. His heart is hammering. He hasn’t felt a thrill like this since that chase at the hunt, and he’s not even the one competing.

How is Njord carrying on, knocking away the competition so casually? The other horses rear back as swords are thrust near their faces. Many of the riders stumble or have to pull back to stay upright.

Slowly, Njord pushes to the front with Rosalia. The spectators don’t notice him edging up into second place until it’s too late. The riders inch closer and closer to the finish line, and the stadium erupts into chaos.

Please, let it be over, Cerrick prays, watching that knight in the green armor thundering behind the others. He doesn’t know where to look—at Njord, the other riders, the chalk finish line? They’re so close.

Rosalia and Njord are neck and neck. It’s impossible to tell who’s farther ahead from this side of the stadium. They’re leaning over their horses, no time left to pace themselves, throwing everything they have at it now. That pale green knight is riding up with their sword out as a barrier. The race is close, so close—

And then Njord blows through the chalk marking the finish line, a hair ahead of his sister and the green knight. Cerrick’s ears ring from the screaming. He’s clapping his hands above his head so hard that his palms sting.

Olin is on his feet screaming with his fist in the air. He may have given Rosalia his favor, but as long as his family wins, he’s happy. Alva is somewhere behind those curtains, probably celebrating just as hard.

Njord whips his helmet off to pump his fist, screaming something as Rosalia hugs him. He won, and he’s beautiful and he’s brilliant, and Cerrick wants nothing more than to be down there with him as he’s sliding off his horse into Rosalia’s arms.

“Can we go down there?” he screams to Olin, surprised at the breathless glee in his own voice.

“Saints, I wish,” Olin sighs, watching as the knights shuffle behind the curtain. Some are still on their horses, and others lead them by the reins. Rosalia and Njord have their arms around each other’s shoulders. “They’ll come out the side door in a minute, return the favors and such. Alva is gonna give them a quick check and then set them free.”

Cerrick snorts. He was far from the only one who gave Njord favors, and he’s sure everyone else who did will beg Njord to keep theirs.

The spectators file out of their seats and up the stairs to the doors leading outside, some grumbling in a huff that their champion didn’t win, others still exclaiming in joy for Njord and Rosalia. Others still just remark upon the thrill of watching them compete. Cerrick’s heartbeat still hasn’t come down.

Olin pushes his way to the front of the line of people waiting by the side door where the knights will come out. For once, as Cerrick grins and scoots along beside Olin, he’s happy to have married into a royal family.

After a wait that seems to stretch into eternity, the door opens. The hovering crowd had calmed somewhat during the wait, but the excited cheers and laughter quickly return. The very air is touched with it.

The knights who didn’t place saunter out first, helmets off, searching for their loved ones and fans with a range of emotions. That pale green knight is revealed to be a blonde woman who looks none too happy to have been beaten. She storms off into the arms of her outraged family, followed by a dark skinned knight in all red who’s grinning, sweat dripping down his face.

He takes his middling position with good faith, shaking hands amiably with anyone who will have him. He towers over Cerrick, yet looks down at him with reverence in his eyes when they’re introduced. He speaks only a little Kryc, but they manage.

Where the hell is Orv? Cerrick scans the crowd for his face, his familiar and terribly obvious hat and glasses. His chest grows heavy with worry.

The door opens wider, revealing the two knights everyone has been waiting for. The cheers from the fans rise to a deafening volume, turning heads. Cerrick gives the red knight a polite but quick dismissal and all but floats toward Njord. He’s sweating, his hair a mess, but a fire blazes in his eyes that Cerrick has never seen before. He’s radiant, the center of the storm just as he always is. Rosalia is beaming beside him.

Eager fans flock to her side. At the head of them is an auburn haired girl who gave her the nicest favor out of them all, a beautiful silver bracelet with gems of every color inset. The way they look at each other suggests they’ve met before.

Olin thumps Cerrick on the back, saying, “Go get him,” before going to his sister—no, sisters. Alva comes out behind everyone else, content to hang in the shadows.

And then Njord’s eyes find Cerrick.

Cerrick forgets how fast the man can be despite his size. He finds himself swept up in Njord’s arms before he knows what’s happening, Njord kissing him in front of everyone. He vibrates with pent-up adrenaline and the thrill of victory. Cerrick can only hold on for dear life as the familiar pleasant nerves fill his stomach, wondering how Njord carries him so effortlessly. He can’t be that light, can he?

“You won,” Cerrick says the moment Njord pulls back, laughing in glee. “You did wonderfully.”

The whoops and friendly teasing of Njord’s siblings bring him back to reality, and Cerrick remembers that he’s supposed to be embarrassed. “Put me down, you big oaf,” he says, but he’s smiling. Njord is haloed by sunshine. He never fails to steal Cerrick’s breath.

“Is that any way to treat your tourney champion?” Njord sets him down and thrusts his sword high in the air. Rosalia claps.

“Go celebrate, burn off steam, whatever it is you do, little brother,” she says, her arm around the shoulders of that auburn haired girl. “We don’t have to be back in Holbeck anytime soon. Still, stay on the path. I don’t want to go looking for you.”

“Don’t you get lost, either,” Njord says, eyeing her and her girl. Cerrick bites back a laugh as Rosalia flips him her middle finger. “Come, m’jorn. Let us walk.” Njord steers Cerrick away from the chaos with a gentle grip on his shoulders. He hasn’t let go of Cerrick since he came outside.

Cerrick glances at the winner’s wreath around his neck, a garland made from colorful flowers and leaves. Njord’s armor is chilly against his back, and with the addition of the winter breeze, Cerrick shivers.

“Olin said you were going to take me to the library.” Cerrick feels light, as if he’s walking on a cloud where nothing in the world can touch him. Of course, thinking like that helps him remember Orv. Where in the name of the Saints is he?

“Yes, presuming you would like to go.” Njord pauses in his tracks. Even his breathing stops for a moment. In the process of observing his tells, Cerrick has learned he holds his breath when he’s working himself up to say something. “Did—did you like it?”

“The tourney? Yes, of course. You were brilliant. Best favor I ever placed on someone. And...the first.” It’ll probably be the last until Njord competes here again.

No, this is annual, he remembers. Cerrick isn’t going to be here next year.

He plasters on another smile through the sharp ache of longing in his chest.

They walk along the sandy pathway in the warm sunlight, arms linked, while Njord tells him about the other tourneys they have in Aeton. Cerrick nods and listens to it all, laughing about one tourney fought over the honor of a donkey. However, his head is elsewhere.

“You know,” Njord says as they walk past the first of the college buildings, “this is where I would’ve gone to school were I not a prince with a future already set out for me.”

Cerrick looks up. “Oh?”

“I am not a total barbarian, you know,” Njord says, cheeks flushing, “for all my love of hunts and tourneys, despite my position as war minister. I was the most attentive student out of my siblings, my tutors always said. Except perhaps for Alva, who was always smarter than me...”

“No, no, I’m not discounting your scholarly abilities, love. I know you’re smart, and I know you have heaps and heaps of patience. Look at how fast you learned Kryc and how well you speak it. It’s incredible.”

You learned for me. He still can’t believe it. Most other people would rely on a translator, although that would be difficult in a marriage unless the translator wears a wedding bracelet too. Few people Cerrick knows in Kryos would devote their time to learning a whole new language for one person, one use.

Njord grins as if he’s been given the greatest praise possible, which warms Cerrick’s insides better than any cloak. His arm rests heavy and warm around Cerrick’s shoulder, and Cerrick can’t help leaning into his side a bit.

“I’m surprised that you thought you couldn’t attend a college just because you’re a prince with a set path ahead of you,” Cerrick remarks. “You had nothing to stop you if you truly wanted to. I did because I wanted to, though the path set for me was completely different.”

“You were able to defy the path because you didn’t like the one your parents had set out for you,” Njord says fondly. “It would’ve been a waste of at least two years, and knowledge I never would’ve used for anything practical. I am head of Aeton’s army. That was determined long ago, a choice I made because I wanted to lead our armies. I was never going to be a scholar like my father.”

“Knowledge is never a waste,” Cerrick insists, thinking of Edlyn and her dream of attending a Kryc law school. Her parents sent her to Kryos to earn better money than they could in Tailing and ship it back to them. She didn’t have the time or funds to go to a college in the first place, but getting sucked into the Order of the Ice sealed her fate. Now, college is a future hope for her when they’re both free of debt and her family is more stable.

Tailing has wonderful colleges, but no law school as prestigious as Trygg or Sigmond. Edlyn studied at the Tailing royal court as a girl, having been one of twenty girls from the countryside selected each year to go free of charge to her family. It’s where she discovered and nurtured her love of law, in all its complicated facets and nuances.

It took three years of struggling through the Ice and southwest Rinnfell for her to learn the details of Kryc law. She’s long shared Cerrick’s dream of becoming a prosecutor in a court of federal Kryc law. He was chasing that position before he drunkenly stumbled into the Ice’s arms.

Edlyn told him once, hushed with glee, “To be able to look a man in the face and have him see that I know his darkest secrets, to let him know that I can convince a dozen others of his guilt simply by understanding the things he brought upon himself...I can imagine nothing more invigorating.” Cerrick still remembers the gleam in her eyes, the wistfulness in her voice.

Njord wraps an arm around his waist and crowds him against the wall of one of the buildings. The chapel, Cerrick realizes with dismay. Their spot is hidden in the shade, out of view of the stadium. Still, Cerrick checks over Njord’s shoulder for sign of anyone watching.

“Do you have any idea,” Njord rumbles, “how good you look? With that gold in your hair—don’t think I wouldn’t notice it—and those green robes, your feet are hidden so it looks like you’re floating. You look like a saint walking the earth. I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

Cerrick could sob. He can’t enjoy a moment of Njord’s euphoric affection without suffering the weight of guilt on his chest.

Njord bends down and kisses him. His beautiful blue warrior, fiery and passionate and dangerous to some but gentle with him. Always so gentle with him. Cerrick has never felt safer than when he’s wrapped in Njord’s arms. Even now, Njord’s touch is so light, the caress of his metal gauntlet nothing more than a feather brushing Cerrick’s cheek.

Cerrick musters up the strength to pull back and say, “We can’t do this here. Would you like one of the priests to wander out and find us?” Using Njord’s surprise, he slips out from under his arms.

“The priests will not judge us,” Njord says, verging on whining. “What about Saint Kadeir, the hedonist?”

Cerrick flushes, smoothing down his robes. He doesn’t dignify that with an answer. “Let’s continue to the library before we’re missed.” They link arms again and pick up the pace, watching the sun sink closer to the hills. The sky is painted orange and gold, casting glowing light onto the green lawns surrounding the path.

The library is just as big and breathtaking up close as it was from afar. Here, the sense of scale is more imminent. The slanted roof stretches so far above their heads, Cerrick has to crane his neck to see the detail on the edge. The dark doors are decorated with similar carved patterns, along with the bronze handles.

Outside the library entrance, Cerrick notices the little garden lining the path. His breath hitches. “Oh, Saints...”

“What is it?” Njord pounces on his discomfort in a moment.

“It’s—I haven’t seen those flowers since I was fourteen.” The flowers are bright red, big and boisterous and lovers of cold. He thought they only grew on the rocky cliffs of Grenivik, his hometown. He never saw them anywhere else.

“I will pick you a bouquet, then.” Njord stoops to do just that, but Cerrick laughs and squeezes his arm.

“No, love, don’t. You can’t just go around picking the priests’ flowers. I went to two colleges. The students were grouchy enough without people taking away our only source of color and joy in our gray world. This would’ve made us hate you.”

“Here, there is plenty of color elsewhere, and the people here are never grouchy. I have seen them.” But Njord keeps his hands to himself and keeps walking, nonetheless.

“I’ll let you buy me one from a cart in Holbeck,” Cerrick promises.

Njord scoffs and pulls open the door of the library, undoubtedly a heavy weight. Again, he makes it look effortless. Cerrick stares at his bulging arms in his gleaming armor. “Those merchant carts with their prices are thievery. I can get you a better set of flowers from the florist at the palace. That is what I will do.”

Cerrick chuckles and precedes him inside. One doesn’t have to be a scholar to be impressed by the handsome and numerous shelves. Some of the texts on these shelves are centuries old, breathtaking. Would that Cerrick had more time to spend here.

Njord has claimed a wooden table in the corner for the two of them, content just to watch Cerrick browse. He’s probably tired from the race. Cerrick glances at him, and Njord sends him a warm smile.

Cerrick could get used to this. Outings and dates with Njord, peaceful walks and passionate kisses stolen here and there. It’s the sort of dreamy life that he wishes he could keep.

Like Orv, the library is a dead end, a collection of Aeton’s history that spans centuries. Once Cerrick has left the library, it slips quietly from his mind, but Orv...

Long after they’re in the carriage headed back to Rinnfell, Cerrick wonders what happened to him. Two days later, he finally receives an answer when he’s out one morning at the same coffeehouse where he met the robber. Unexpectedly, he looks up from his work to find Orv sitting across from him.

Cerrick startles, nearly upending his coffee. “Orv, Saints. Where were you at the race?” He quickly scans Orv for injuries, bruises, any sign of distress. Another leftover habit from the Ice. Orv doesn’t have any scrapes that Cerrick can see.

The room is just as empty as it was last time, and Cerrick brought his own coffee again, so he hasn’t had any contact with anyone. It’s more unnerving than comforting, as he finds himself constantly checking over his shoulder. Still, he feels safe enough to speak freely.

Orv is disheveled and exhausted, although unscathed. He takes a long drink from his own coffee. “Don’t worry. I’m alright. Even if I wasn’t, I’d still be...alright.”

Cerrick rolls his eyes. It’s silly, unrealistic, and ridiculous to have such a positive outlook on the complicated world. Now he has two people in his life that view the world like that, after a lifetime of hanging around grumpy Krycs. Must be this clear Aeton air.

“There have been some developments,” Orv says quietly, “that prevented me from meeting you there.”

“What were you thinking, leaving those documents out in the open like that?” Cerrick asks. “They could’ve been stolen, and then everything would’ve gone up in flames.”

“But they weren’t. It didn’t. We’re fine.”

Cerrick sighs. “Just tell me something useful.”

“Meet me here in two days. I’m being followed, I have to run.” Orv slides over a new note, cringing like he expects Cerrick’s full retaliation. “I’ll tell you everything then.”

Cerrick bites back his curiosity, his worry, every last doubt and accusation crossing his mind. “Okay. Okay. I’ll be there.”

Orv regains his infectious smile. “Thank you, Cerrick, oh, thank you. I promise it’ll be worth it. This is the last time I’ll leave you hanging.” He slips out of his chair and closes the door, triggering the bell.

Again, Cerrick doesn’t recognize the address on the note. At least this time it’s not a tourney, hunt, or some other kind of public event where he’ll have to seek Orv out of the way of prying eyes.

Njord has no new events coming up soon, no royal functions except the queen’s birthday banquet in a few weeks, but that’s all. Perhaps, at this long overdue meeting in private, Cerrick will be able to drag out every last bit of information he needs. Perhaps then, he and Orv will go their separate ways, and Orv will be free. And Cerrick will be able to head home to Edlyn.

Away from Njord.

Away from this dreamlike winter vacation.

Cerrick buries that thought before it can fester.
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CHAPTER NINE
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“The night we met, I told you there was a reason I was fired from Eir’s staff.”

“Mhm.” Cerrick sips from the mug of portable coffee he brought. It warms his hands through his leather gloves, despite the miserable chill in the air that made it past the fireplace. He’s seated on a round backed chair of pale gold in a room so small it can hardly be considered a study. They’re using it just for tonight while the family who owns the building is out, Orv said. Here on a dark corner, no one outside will notice the light from this study.

Orv is somber tonight, leaning against a desk at the other end of the study. Wind and snow pound against the tightly shut window, howling, with the fire providing the only light. The hood of the desk is closed and locked, everything around the room neatly arranged, from the teal rug on the floor to the charcoal drawings hanging in straight frames on the walls.

“I worked for Alfred Dalton.”

Cerrick pauses mid sip, looking up at Orv.

“I suppose I am still working for Alfred Dalton,” Orv says in that familiar nervous tone. “Although I’ve been slacking on my work since talking to you, and he’s been away long enough that his messages take longer to come to me. I’m not sure where we stand.”

Cerrick puts down the coffee, puts his head in his hands. One movement at a time. He can process this. “When? And how? You’re working for the very man I’ve been asking you about for months and instead you tell me about Eir fucking Kaas?”

“I couldn’t tell you!” Orv says, his voice and his hands both rising. “I shouldn’t be telling you right now. I’ve been absent going to and from Kryos. But—but some things have changed that allow me to tell you now.”

Cerrick manages to gather himself and says, “What were—are you doing in your job for him?”

“He wanted me to dig up dirt on the oligarchs. All of them but Andor.”

Cerrick frowns. He’s only had the pleasure of meeting Alfred Dalton once, when they were both at a government gathering in the mountains. Alfred seemed nice enough, innocent enough, a tall and golden haired young man with a bright future ahead of him. Andor positively beamed over him.

Cerrick never understood why. No one seems to know where Andor met him and what caused this infallible spark between them. He can only imagine Andor’s grief if he knew Alfred was doing this. “Did he tell you if Andor knew of any of this?”

Orv shakes his head. “It never came to my attention. I doubt he did. Alfred is his son in all but blood. He wouldn’t want me to find out anything unsavory about Andor. He’s a Kryc politician. There’s undoubtedly something there waiting to be unveiled.”

Cerrick nods. He’s not going to question where this sudden well of information is coming from and why. “How did Alfred communicate with you? How did he get you fired from Eir’s employ?”

“He came and swept me away from her one day. She protested, of course, but he implied that since he’s Andor’s darling, if she didn’t let him have me, she could face Andor’s wrath. I think he was bluffing, I don’t think Andor knew about this, but just the suggestion of it was enough to scare her into letting me go.”

“And you? What did he threaten you with, if you didn’t agree to go with him?”

Orv smiles grimly. “My job in the palace. Possibly my life.”

Cerrick’s breath stutters. Killing is forbidden in Kryos, punishable by life spent in prison. The fact that Alfred was threatening it might not mean anything in a courtroom, but that he was threatening at all...how far is he going with this? “In as many words,” Orv adds. “He also said he’d make it hard for me to find a job ever again if I didn’t do what he wanted. I would certainly never work in the government again.”

“Why did he want you?”

Orv casts him an offended look, pressing a bare hand to his chest. Cerrick doesn’t understand how anyone can function without wearing gloves in this cold, no matter how well they function. “Why, Cerrick,” Orv says, “I thought you recognized my value and my skills as a person.”

Cerrick rolls his eyes. “That’s not what I meant. It makes more sense that he would want someone in the Sun, for example, to help him. You were just one more accountant working for an oligarch. I’m trying to follow his line of logic.”

Orv leans forward, bracing his arms on his knees. “Think about what kinds of scandals he was asking me to uncover. What is the most common motive for crime, the one people are most desperate to hide? The one that the public is most likely to riot about?”

“Money. Finances.”

Orv nods. “Additionally, it’s not like he could just pull someone out of the Sun at his whim. Their absence would’ve been noticed, and he’d have to go through Andor.”

Cerrick smiles. “You could’ve been in the Order of the Sun, Orv, with that mind of yours.”

Orv laughs. “You don’t need to flatter me. I could’ve worked as a desk worker, maybe. I have no stomach for field work. The very work we’re doing now is putting my life in danger. I couldn’t handle a full life of that feeling. Always looking over your shoulder. It’s not worth it.”

“And yet, you decided that it was worth the risk to your life to tell me the truth. For the good of Kryos.” Cerrick tilts his head. “I can’t help thinking your mind was wasted on Eir. We need people like you in the Sun.

“Accountants?” Orv squeaks.

“Yes! We could have you looking at financial discrepancies around the world. Your knowledge of what to look out for, what problems to track, what patterns we see...it would save us hours of blind searching. You’d be so much more useful—”

“Hey,” Orv snaps with a rare ferocity. “Don’t you insult Eir like that. I couldn’t have been happier working for her. I had it easy. Until that day Alfred strutted in, I never had to worry about watching my back. I liked that. I wanted a boring job. I didn’t want danger. I still don’t.”

Cerrick raises an eyebrow. “Learning about the Kaas family lohar tree scandal didn’t make you want to watch your back?”

Orv shakes his head, disgruntled. “You asked me how Alfred and I communicated while I did his dirty work. At first I tried researching from Rinnfell, but eventually I realized that most of the people who could help me lived here. They certainly weren’t going to send a letter about the details of their bosses’ crimes to a stranger, when such a thing could get them killed. So, Alfred gave me permission to move here and carry out my—research.”

Cerrick buries his head in his hands. This is Alfred Dalton. They’re entering dangerous territory—the oligarchy of Kryos, running deeper than he ever expected. What in the name of the Saints is he supposed to do with this? He wishes he had Edlyn’s guidance.

Cerrick rubs his hands together, invigorated by the coffee and Orv’s new information. “Thank you, Orv.” He takes a shaky breath. “What did you find? What crimes did the oligarchs commit, and why was Alfred interested? How is this connected to the theft of the Archives?”

A sheepish look crosses Orv’s face. “I’m sorry, Cerrick.” He stares down at his twiddling thumbs, mumbling, “I didn’t find anything. Alfred had suspicions, but they led nowhere. All of the oligarchs are clean. This is where my story ends. I have nothing more to tell you. I’m sorry to drag you all this way for so little. I truly wish I could help you more. Perhaps you’ll have more luck with your investigation than I did with mine. I hope so.”

Cerrick floats for a moment, speechless, before asking, “What? Why not?”

Orv flounders.

Cerrick sighs, shifting in his chair. “Who got to you, Orv?”

“What?” Orv laughs stiffly. “What are you talking about?”

“Was it Alfred?” Who else could it be? Cerrick would bet every bit of his meager savings that Alfred has been the reason for Orv’s sudden cageyness. “Does he know that you’ve been meeting with me? Do I have to worry about my own safety?”

That garners no reply, either. “Look, Orv, whatever amount you’re being paid to lie like this, I can get you more.” He’d be in debt to Bertie that much longer, but he’ll do anything to keep Orv here on his side.

Orv shakes his head. “Look, I can’t—you don’t understand. We’re done. Go see Hertha Engberg and Freja Dal. They’re—like me. They fled to Aeton together after working under Oligarch Gustav. They’ll help you where I can’t anymore.”

Cerrick bites back all his questions, demands, pleas, empty offers of help and safety. Orv isn’t stupid enough to believe him. They’re right back where they were that first night in the theater. All Cerrick can do is nod.

He rises to his feet and gathers his things, preparing himself for the outdoors. “Thank you,” he says with his hand on the doorknob, not allowing himself the pleasure of a last glance.

His mind spins with possibilities, wondering how exactly that happened, how many eyes and ears Alfred has stationed around Holbeck. How long Cerrick has been in danger.

He grits his teeth; there’s nothing to be done about that now. No amount of wishing Cerrick could change the past will fix things. Orv was too precious to lose.

“You’ve been invaluable to me.”

Cerrick can hear the smile in Orv’s voice. “Finally, some humanity in you Sun agents. Like machines, you are.”

Cerrick scoffs and reaches for the window latch, wondering why he even tried.

“But you’re welcome,” Orv quickly adds. “I’m happy to have helped a—a good cause.”

Cerrick casts him one last thin smile, the closest he can muster to genuine warmth, before climbing out the window and sliding it down behind him. He shimmies down the drainage pipe outside.

Only after he’s halfway down the street does he realize he forgot his cloak. Shivering, he turns around, wondering how he could be so foolish even with Orv’s denial and confession filling his ears. He shakes snow out of his hair.

Climbing back up to the window is significantly harder than climbing down, especially without making any noise. Thankfully, he’s had practice shimmying down the pipe next to his palace balcony to meet Edlyn. With his palms laid against the walls, frozen through his gloves, he reaches for the latch again. The light is still on inside.

He climbs through, wondering if Orv will be just as jumpy. As Cerrick is rehearsing what to say, he happens to glance at the floor. An involuntary gasp escapes him before he can stop it.

Orv is lying there in a pool of his own fresh blood, his throat cut. It’s still oozing blood. His eyes are still open, his lips parted in shock. His hands lay splayed out at his sides.

“No.” Cerrick can’t stop the word from slipping out. He falls to his knees beside the body, careful not to get his trousers dirty with blood, and sits back on his heels. The body is still fresh and warm when he touches Orv’s pulse point.

Don’t touch anything you don’t need to, don’t do anything you don’t need to, don’t leave behind any evidence you were there unless you need to. Andor’s words ring in his head, familiar. Cerrick can almost see him tapping his Pointstaff on the ground, pacing in front of him. Be a ghost.

Cerrick doesn’t touch Orv, doesn’t try uselessly resuscitating him.

He was gone for no more than a minute.

Snapping himself out of his stupor, he looks around the room once more. Entry points, exit points. It’s easier to let his training take over.

He stands up, noticing the light still burning on the desk. The quill is missing from its ink pot where it sat when Cerrick was here. Ink is splattered everywhere, ruining half a sheet of parchment still shiny and wet. A quick glance at Orv finds the quill clutched in his right hand.

Cerrick inspects the piece of parchment lying on the desk, not daring to touch anything yet. His own name is at the top of the letter, but below it is a list of other names he doesn’t recognize. A large portion of the bottom of the letter is completely soaked through with ink, and one of the surviving names is only half written. Orv was interrupted.

Was he planning to rush this out to Cerrick before he left? Did he write this in the spur of the moment to clear his conscience, leave nothing unsaid? Or did he write this weeks ago, silently agonizing over giving it to Cerrick this whole time?

This is everything I haven’t been able to give you. My death will seal it, the letter reads at the bottom.

Cerrick picks up the parchment by one of its clean corners, shaking it, trying to get the excess ink to drip down into the pool of blood. He grimaces. Sorry, Orv. No one will be the wiser that way.

As he’s contemplating the best way to take the letter with him without ruining his clothes, a voice says from behind him in halting Kryc, “You shouldn’t be here.”

Cerrick whirls around.

A woman is standing in the shadowy hallway, his height with light brown skin and brown eyes. Her brown-blonde hair is pulled into a tightly coiled bun. She’s wearing black leather trousers and a chestplate of dark armor underneath her dark cloak. She has a Pointstaff in her left hand, the claws dripping blood. She is not smiling.

“Who are you?” Cerrick asks, his throat clicking.

“Can you not guess?” She has a heavy accent, and it takes him a moment to place it. Os; from the Oslands.

“You killed my friend,” he manages.

Her eyes gleam with the dangerous words, tilting her head. The lamplight clings to the cosmetics painting her face, making her glow.

He shivers.

“Then I might have to kill you, too.” She picks up her Pointstaff, switching it to the spearhead attachment in a seamless motion, and wields it at him. He puts up his hands before she can move again. Only an amateur assassin wouldn’t carry more weapons beneath their clothes. She couldn’t have cut Orv’s throat as quickly and smoothly as she did with a Pointstaff.

“Wait. Tell me who you’re working for,” he says.

She laughs and advances, her cloak blowing in the breeze that’s drifting through the window. Cerrick’s cloak still lays on the back of the chair where he left it. He shivers without its insulation, without the meager protection it provides from a fight.

He sighs and slowly leans down to his boot. Her eyes follow his every movement. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want a fight. I have no quarrel with you; what’s done is done. We should both just walk away.”

Her eyes cast down to the ink soaked letter on the table, her long eyelashes fluttering in the lamplight. “You’d leave that behind, then? You won’t mind if I just...take it?” She snatches it up and scans it quickly. “You are Cerrick?”

She strolls toward the door on the other side of the room. Cerrick’s mind races to keep up with her. If she snuck in so quickly, crept up behind him so quietly, she can certainly outrun him should it come to that.

“Tell me who you’re working for,” he says, “and I’ll let you have that.”

She glances up from the letter through her lashes. She’ll find no lie in his face.

“Who you are thinking,” she says.

Cerrick bows his head, stifles a sigh. One more crime for Alfred to be indicted for. Cerrick doesn’t dare ask if she’s willing to go on the books about that.

“I will spare your life,” she says, “because I’m not getting paid to bring him extra bodies to clean up, and I know you are in the business of secrets.” She reaches for the door handle, but Cerrick leaps over to her in one giant step, ripping the Pointstaff out of her hands in her moment of surprise.

She grabs his shoulders and digs her nails in, trying to push him off. Cerrick grits his teeth and shoves her back against the wall. He grabs her wrists and keeps one knee pressed tightly against her stomach, shoving into her with his shoulder to keep her there. The glare on her face is ugly, furious. He smirks.

“Vi usha,” she hisses. Ice Scoundrel. Everything from this angry closeness to the secretive nature brings him back to the Ice. How many countless nights did he spend in the dark, fighting someone he couldn’t even see? The shock of the memory is almost enough to make him loosen his hold on her. Almost.

Recovering, he tightens his grip. “Yes, vi usha,” he says. They’re Os words, strange on his tongue, and he grins. He presses his knife against her neck, tight enough to dig in but not deep enough to draw blood. He holds it there for a moment before easing off the pressure, letting her squirm.

He lets the monster out.

“You will keep my secret,” he growls, “or I will give you a taste of the business I’m in.”

“You people have no honor,” she spits.

“I don’t know what gave you the impression that we ever did.” He takes the letter out of her other hand, cringing at the way it’s been crushed. The ink has only smeared further. Slowly, he releases his grip on her, backing away a few paces.

She doesn’t attack him. She picks up her Pointstaff and wrenches the door open with another glare, another dirty Os curse. Her footsteps storm down the stairs a moment later.

Cerrick almost forgets his fucking cloak again. With a last glance at Orv, a soft prayer for his afterlife in Irena’s heavens, he puts it on and slips back out, letter in hand.

Safe and warm at home, trying and failing not to think of Orv, Cerrick puts one of his black cloaks down on the desk before placing the letter on top. It’s mostly dry now. From there, he copies all the legible names onto a clean sheet of parchment.

Once he’s sure he’s gleaned everything he possibly can from it, he takes it over to the fire. Cerrick clutches the letter in hand, drawing a shaky breath. This is the last piece of Orv he has left.

Leave nothing behind.

Cerrick drops it into the flames, letting a few silent tears drip onto the wood. After the whole letter has burned, Cerrick pours some water from his glass on the flames, wincing at the loud hiss it makes. He waits a minute, but no noise comes from Njord’s room.

When the fire is completely out and cooling, Cerrick cautiously scoops up the ashes with the empty glass, cursing at the heat through his gloves. He wraps the tail of his cloak around the glass and holds it at a distance while he walks onto the balcony.

A breeze is blowing, strong enough to pick up the ashes when Cerrick shakes the glass. This is risky and bordering on stupid, but he does it anyway. It’s the middle of the night, and he learned Holbeck’s sleeping habits long ago. No one will be on the street below until five bells, not even the Holbeck Guard.

Cerrick shuts his eyes. His mind is always overcompensating, coming up with preemptive solutions for every possible problem. Two years of training in two organizations where ignorance meant death. He tries to turn it all off now and be the emotional human so many claim he can never be.

In Kryos, the homeland Orv was forced to flee and can now never return to, they would burn their dead and let the ashes scatter on the wind to join the snow. 

This is the next best thing.

––––––––
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“CERRICK, MY LOVE, YOU look so pale.”

“Maybe that’s because you keep asking him, and he keeps panicking because you make it sound like he’s dying,” Alva says. “Njord, he’s fine.”

“How do you know?”

She gives him a withering look and points to her healer’s pin.

“I’m not an idiot. You can’t know he’s alright from over there,” Njord says.

“I can speak for myself,” Cerrick snaps. Alva grins, but Njord’s crestfallen expression cuts through his biting grief. Njord has nothing to do with Orv. Nothing that happened is his fault, and it’s not fair of Cerrick to take it out on him. He’s irrationally afraid that Njord—sweet, perceptive Njord—is going to guess what’s wrong.

If he doesn’t take it out on something soon, he’ll either punch a hole through a wall or break down crying.

Cerrick used to be able to take a life without a flinch. He and Edlyn took seven together the night they escaped. Only once in their time at the Sun were they given discretion to take a life. They didn’t murder that councilman on a whim. Andor laid out good reasons for that man’s death, citing international peace and the signing of a tenuous deal once that man was out of the way.

What has he turned into, to cry like this over someone he barely knew? An informant the likes of which he’s dealt with dozens of times before? Why? What was so different about Orv?

“I’m fine,” Cerrick says, softening his tone and reaching across the carriage to clasp Njord’s hand. He doesn’t have to reach far. He remembers that morning in the carriage on the way to Vegertha Valley, the wall of tense silence between them while they tried to keep their knees from touching.

It’s not so different now, except Alva sits beside her brother. It’s too cold to ride on horseback.

“I—” It’s hard to get the words out, but he tries. For Njord, who loves him, he tries. Heavens, he tries.

Saints, Cerrick couldn’t bear to look Njord in the eye and speak of his deeds. That fear has been stirring in his chest for weeks, at least since they’ve been back from Vegertha Valley. Maybe longer. Njord is the only person he’s ever met who’s been freely and shamelessly honest with him. He’s reliable, consistent. No matter where Cerrick may have been that day, he knows he can come home to love in Njord’s eyes and the warmth of that rumbling voice. He never has to guess.

He’s been sleeping in Njord’s arms every night since they got back from Vegertha Valley, accepting the silent offer that’s stood since they met. Njord is there, all ready for him as soon as he wants it.

Cerrick’s chest aches with the desire to share his burdens with Njord. All that could make this better would be to sink into his arms and cry, preferably alone.

If Orv hadn’t offered him information out of the goodness of his heart, he would still be here. His death didn’t make a difference. The only good thing to come of it is the letter, copied and carefully rolled up and locked away in Cerrick’s bottom desk drawer. The words sit on the tip of his tongue, itching to spill out. Njord would listen. Njord would understand.

But Cerrick can’t take a risk like that. Instead he has to wait to cry in Edlyn’s arms, only for her to disappear again for an indeterminate amount of time. Cerrick is alone.

He wants to go home.

Where is home? Every place he’s ever lived is tainted by some kind of awful memory with the exception of Steinberg, but that never felt like a true home. That was just his first salvation after escaping his stifling childhood home. For the first time, he was stressed for a reason of his own choice. Steinberg never called to him. He went to Trygg, suffered, drank vats and vats of coffee, got his degree, and followed up with Sigmond.

Rinnfell, however—Rinnfell keeps him on his toes. The looming majesty of the palace is enough to impress anyone, but he’ll never forget the first time he laid eyes on it. The intrigue and the danger only increased when he joined the Ice, and then the Sun, but he had Edlyn by his side and a means of keeping his head above the water. He was always in control. He was always fine. He’s never liked being bored anyway.

And Holbeck...as much as he was determined to hate the excessive sunlight, it’s grown on him. As he glances out the window of the carriage, it’s cloudy overhead. In Kryos this time of year, no one would dare go outside. Here in Holbeck, Cerrick and the Hagens are on their way to an outdoor activity, and Cerrick is warm and comfortable in the carriage.

If not for how few and far between Edlyn’s visits are, if not for the torture of having to lie to Njord every day, crushed by the weight on his shoulders, then Holbeck would be perfect. Aeton is bright and happy and hopeful the way Kryos was never designed to be.

Aeton is everything he dreamed of, an escape, someplace where nobody knows him. Not the truth, at least. Here, people know Cerrick Montef of the House of Ragna, but not for his parents’ reputation or his dreary house or some social requirement he may or may not have met.

The name he spent so many years cursing finally has a use. At least here, he gets to shape his name in his own way, the way he always wanted to. That’s more than he could ever ask for in Kryos.

Njord smiles and squeezes his hand. Cerrick’s chest aches.

They exit the carriage. Cerrick disembarks to an icy lake, as he was promised. He starts scanning the crowd for the Hertha Engberg and Freja Dal that Orv mentioned, but he’s soon overwhelmed by people eager to shake his hand. They swarm around him in a circle like flies. He stifles a sigh, paints on a smile, and settles in.

He wore black, the grieving color of Aeton, along with red, the grieving color of Kryos, in Orv’s honor. It’s discreet enough that hopefully, no one will notice. He wears no jewelry except his wedding bracelet. As expected, he gets compliments on how well the colors go with his gray eyes, how handsome he looks beside Njord in his classic blue.

Cerrick has seen ice skating before; he used to watch Trygg students do it on the frozen lake outside the coffeehouse window. He’s never tried it, though, and one of the servants here shows him how to lace the bizarre shoes. They’re tight, unforgiving, and the blades on the bottom look ready to snap off at any moment. He can imagine Edlyn turning them into a decoration for her cloak.

As the kindly servant is explaining how to keep his balance on the open ice, he almost opts out of it. The thought of skating out there makes his stomach twist.

Then his mind strays to the outings he and Njord have taken so far. Cerrick ruined the theater in both of their minds, Cerrick kept his distance in Vegertha Valley, and the palace... Heavens, is there no memory left untainted by Cerrick’s influence? Is that his legacy, creating a casket of moments he can never truly treasure?

Perhaps this is his chance to finally do something worthy of Njord’s endless praise. If nothing else, it’ll take his mind off of Orv. After all, there’s little room for grief when you’re freezing through your gloves. The comfortable warmth of stillness in the carriage is gone now.

Cerrick waddles cautiously onto the ice, knowing it’s frozen solid but still irrationally afraid of falling through. Other members of Aeton’s court are making their way onto the ice, chatting amiably while skating like they were born to it. Njord blows past Cerrick on the other side of the lake, laughing with a squad of people he’s already managed to pick up.

A wave of hot jealousy washes over Cerrick’s skin. Idiot. Even if he could keep up with Njord, how could he have the breath to speak? Njord’s cheeks are only slightly flushed. You could accomplish that with a simple kiss, he thinks, making him flush. His power over Njord is not something he likes to think about often. It’s too heady. Too dangerous a weapon for someone like Cerrick to wield.

His first attempt at skating is laughable—it’s a miracle he doesn’t immediately land on his ass. He recovers and rights himself slowly, already out of breath.

If only he had a rail to hold onto as he gains his bearings. It’s difficult to juggle the act of smoothly sliding as well as keeping his balance. He keeps to the edge of the lake, unlike the people clustered in the middle who are good enough to be out in the open. Giving up for a moment, Cerrick lingers at the edge of the lake, watching them spin. How do they not get dizzy? How do they move so fast without falling?

In his awed stupor, standing on his skates like a newborn lamb, a fast skater blows by him and nearly sends him toppling over. Somehow Njord is right there to help him up, as if divinely summoned. Their eyes meet. Cerrick exhales, seeing his breath, captivated by Njord’s eyes. Njord’s gentle touch banishes the foolishness of his anxiety.

“How are you doing?” he asks, breathing heavily but comfortably, smiling. How is he always smiling, Saints damn him?

“F—fine,” Cerrick says, fumbling again. Njord’s grip only tightens.

“Would you like some help?”

Cerrick would agree just to feel Njord’s warm hands on him right now, guiding him. However, he’s been through one too many iterations of Njord walking his husband through things most people should know and be able to do themselves. The childish part of him wants to impress Njord, yes, but he wants to prove to himself and these onlookers that he’s more than his good looks. “No,” he says with a wide smile. “I’ll be alright. You go enjoy yourself.”

Njord smiles and slides on his way again, smooth as flowing water. Cerrick tries to watch Njord’s feet, his technique, but he’s too caught up in the sight of his husband as happy as can be.

That man is his. No one else ends their days with Njord inside their bedchamber, no one else gets to drift off in Njord’s arms like fire wrapped around their waist. Cerrick is struggling with a problem he’s never dealt with before: the allure of staying in a lover’s arms. Njord makes it infinitely harder to slip out in the middle of the night. Cerrick has never had a lover. He doesn’t know how people function like this.

How did he go from miserable, alone, and single, to a boat on a lake while Njord told him he loves him? Cerrick still hasn’t fully processed that.

How did that happen? How did Cerrick get so lucky?

How? he wonders as he watches Njord skate. How are you so perfect?

He’ll never grow into this. Those dark nights in Rinnfell alleys praying he wasn’t about to get knifed by a rival gang are not so easily banished.

Cerrick steals some deep breaths and takes three laps around the ice without falling, slowly increasing his speed, which he counts as a victory.

Again, he wishes for a wall or a fence to brace himself with, but thankfully attention seems to be diverting back to Njord. Cerrick struggles for every icy breath, and between the awkward ice shoes, the hindrance of adjusting his cloak every few seconds, and trying to stay on his feet, he doesn’t last much longer before waddling to solid ground.

We were with the Order of the Ice for a year, comes Edlyn’s nagging voice in his head. You should be a natural at this.

Heavens, he wishes she were here, if only to tease him in front of everyone. Nothing can fill the void of longing in his chest for Edlyn and their miserably cold apartment. Not even Aeton and Njord are enough to banish the ache for his missing half.

He’s taking her onto the ice with these strange shoes as soon as he can. Knowing her, she’d probably just find a way to outdo him.

On the sweet safety of land, he sits at the nearest wooden table and unlaces those hellish shoes. Tug by tug he frees himself, which he’s prouder of than he should be. Resisting the urge to watch Njord glide around the frozen lake endless more times, Cerrick takes the opportunity to seek out the Freja Dal and Hertha Engberg that Orv pointed him to.

Would that he’d asked Orv for more information about them. Would that Orv were here right now. Wading through a fresh wave of pain, Cerrick strolls by the few servants and attendants who aren’t on the ice with their employers. No one meets his eye.

Cerrick forces himself to stop and think, breathing the frozen air that grips and chokes his lungs with its biting claw. None of the women in the crowd stick out to him as spies. Even a wink or even a meaningful glance could be enough to indicate their identity, but Cerrick’s sharp eyes detect nothing.

Just as well—the lakeside is no place for private discussion. Cerrick finds a seat at the table and converses with one of the servants, resigning himself to passing time until the skaters wear themselves out and come back for a meal.

That moment comes only a few minutes later. Njord loudly leads the party back, conversing in avid Aeton. Cerrick recognizes only a few of the words. Njord is the center of the storm again, with everyone swirling around him, grinning. No, he is the storm. He brings chaos with him wherever he goes as well as the unyielding calm. Smiles and tears and joy and an irrepressible melancholy.

Cerrick walks the careful line between edging away from the crowd and blending in with it, until he hears, “Lord Cerrick?” from behind.

Cerrick whips around and finds a dark skinned woman with thick curls looking at him through wire rimmed glasses. “Yes?” he says, bracing for the usual niceties.

“I am Hertha Engberg.” The girl is Kryc, judging by her accent. Cerrick takes her elbow and guides her beneath a tree, for a modicum of privacy. “Orv bid that I be here.”

Cerrick smiles. “Miss Engberg, I am delighted to meet you. I was told your companion would be here.”

“Freja.” Hertha turns and calls, “Darling, come!” Another woman emerges from the crowd, light skinned and muscular, with brown hair only long enough to cover the top of her head. A scar cuts across her cheek, old but deep and jagged. Cerrick doesn’t like to meet with people like that—scars are too recognizable. He could be traced back to them too easily.

She wears a scowl that doesn’t soften when she sees Cerrick, but Hertha is beaming at her like she’s the moon.

“Lord Cerrick,” Freja Dal grunts, shaking his hand. “Honor on Orv’s behalf to meet you, m’lord.” Her trust is thin; he mustn’t waste it. “Why are we here?”

“I’ll skip the niceties, since we don’t have a lot of time. Orv is—” Cerrick swallows, fighting back tears. Saints, not again. “An assassin got to him just last night.”

Freja curses while Hertha looks at her feet, sobbing. Freja wraps her arms around her with a fury and a fierce protectiveness that burns on her face. They must’ve fled to Aeton not just for themselves, but for each other. Each other’s lives and futures. He gives them a moment to mourn while he gathers his thoughts.

How did they meet Orv? Was it here or before they left Kryos? Refugees find friends among refugees, he supposes. The choice to escape the Ice with Edlyn and absolve his debt to her brought them closer than they’d ever been before. The hardest people in the poorest positions forced to keep the deadliest secrets will often only find companionship in others of their kind.

“He said you worked under Gustav at one point,” Cerrick says. “If you know the nature of the things he was telling me, you should know what I want to hear.”

Hertha is still buried in her lover’s shoulder, but Freja wipes some of the grief off her face and nods. “Gustav was brutal in every way,” she says. “Brutal to work for, brutal to the people he liked best, brutal in his methods of doing business. He probably still is. The only person who could keep him in check was Andor.” She shakes her head. “That man needed only to give Gustav a look and Gustav would calm down. It was remarkable.”

Cerrick hasn’t had to deal with Gustav Nyberg often, for which he’s grateful. Stories of such brutality as this are enough for him. Gustav ruled over Cerrick’s hometown, and before working at the Sun, Cerrick only knew him when he rode through during parades.

His parents, devout Gustav followers then and now, always asked why Cerrick wasn’t bowing reverently or so much as looking at Gustav when he rode through. Thankfully, Gustav likes to keep to his home on the eastern side of his dukedom Reynr, and Cerrick only had to watch that colorful parade go by twice a year.

Cerrick remembers the way he would smirk while looking down at his subjects from his lavish carriage. As if he owned them. As if they owed him everything. The sight made Cerrick burn. It’s difficult to imagine anyone successfully taming that madman.

In the office of the Sun, Cerrick has witnessed Andor’s magic touch work on others such as Oligarch Skad, who has never seemed to trust Cerrick and lingers in the Sun office more than he likes. She’s allowed there, of course, but Skad Karsten has always made a habit of tormenting Cerrick with her grating south Kryc accent. She follows him around the office while he’s forced to keep his head down and ignore her.

No one but Gustav likes her, and Andor has had to lay his weathered hand on her green sleeve many times to get her out.

“Brutal business dealings?” Cerrick prods the women.

“You know how Gustav keeps that little army of cronies, mindless fools there to help him intimidate people and do his bidding.”

From what Cerrick’s heard, he thought Gustav liked to do the beating himself.

“I was just a fetchgirl to him,” Freja says. Hertha has stopped audibly sobbing, but her face is still hidden, and Freja runs a tender touch over her back. “I was in debt from gambling and my family weren’t willing to help me out, so I took the only available position in the palace. You know how well those government jobs pay.”

Cerrick smiles and nods.

“Dal, fetch this,” Freja says in a passable gruff imitation of Gustav. “Fetch that paper, fetch my coffee, fetch fucking Andor and bring him to me. Come to my office later and fetch my trousers off. I—I never did that. I put up with so much from him, but that was... I wouldn’t. I didn’t slap him after he asked, but I was close. I think my tone and my words said enough.

“He fired me then, in front of a dozen office workers, but I didn’t care. No job was worth that. I’d been working there almost a year, never missed a day, and I had enough money to move out of the abandoned house I’d been living in. I bought myself a place as far away from the palace as I could, small but cozy. It had a fireplace.” She kisses the top of Hertha’s head. “And this one moved in with me.”

Hertha finally raises her head, lifting her glasses to wipe her eyes. “We met there,” she says to Cerrick’s questioning look. “I was also a fetchgirl struggling to pay for college. Sigmond is fancy, but brutal on the bank vault.”

“I know,” Cerrick says gently. “I did my two years there.”

She smiles. Her voice no longer wavers, but the hollow shell of grief lingers in her dark eyes. “I did some things for him there that I’m not proud of. I was afraid of him. I didn’t have the courage to stand up to him like you.”

Freja’s arm tightens protectively around her. She almost growls. Inexplicably, Cerrick thinks of Njord. “What you did or didn’t do for that bastard has nothing to do with your worth,” she says, in a tone that suggests they’ve had this argument before.

“His illegalities?” he asks quietly, glancing around for eavesdroppers. Hertha nods, straightening her back.

“Gustov claimed he was Andor’s favorite,” Hertha says, “and from what I saw, I’m inclined to believe him. He had me fetching him things in and out of meetings with Andor, and I caught a few snippets sometimes of what they said. Beating people into submission, mostly. Well, Gustav talked about that. I felt like—” She bites her lip.

“Yes?” Cerrick prods again.

She shakes her head. “I don’t have any hard proof, but I gathered that Andor used Gustav to do his dirty work so that it couldn’t be pinned on him. Gustav would send his cronies out on Andor’s behalf to beat up someone who was going to speak ill of him the next day. Send out his men to threaten someone who owed Andor money, that sort of thing. Freja wasn’t the only one with gambling debts. Other times he sent people to raid the gangs in the southwest part of the city. Break up or pay up. Those were the choices.”

Cerrick remembers that era in southwest Rinnfell. More vividly and regrettably, he remembers Bertie’s concern after every neighboring gang was raided. It wasn’t just gangs—taverns, inns, bars, nothing was safe. Anywhere the oligarchs and their lackeys could threaten and intimidate, they would. He remembers hearing those words, remembers Bertie’s rousing speeches about them. Break up or pay up.

The Ice was never touched. Cerrick asked Bertie more than once if that was his doing, if he’d already paid someone off, but Bertie always denied it. He insisted it was the Saints’ luck, like the Saints would have any reason to help them. Cerrick scoffed at the thought, but Bertie wore the dumb look of divine influence that day.

Shaking off the memories, Cerrick says, “It’d be bold of Andor to involve someone else in his business. He must trust Gustav very much, trust which is not so easily earned. Trust me, I know. I had to walk that line myself.”

“What was that like?” Hertha murmurs.

Cerrick shrugs. “One day I was cagey around him, the next, I started to understand him. Each day that passed, I grew more comfortable around him, and him around me. He began to make sense to me—the looks on his face, the hints in his tone. Never fully, though. Despite everything he’s taught me, he’s impossible to read at all times.”

Freja says, “I could never understand him, either. He trusted Gustav, as far as I could tell. I never saw Gustav with someone else so much, nor Andor—though I suppose that’d be your area of expertise.”

Cerrick swallows at the reminder. Secrets and shadows are his business. Not being out in the open, even if most of the world is still in the dark. He’s pondered it countless times here, but it still irks him.

“What changed?” Cerrick asks. “Why did you move here?”

They look at each other. “Hertha was still working there when she moved in with me,” Freja says. “They knew that we were—involved, though they pretended to turn a blind eye.”

“They?”

“Gustav’s senior staffers. His goons. The ones he trusted the most. Gustav didn’t like to be alone wherever he went. He was always paranoid, awaiting an attack. One day, Hertha overheard Gustav threatening to beat up other oligarchs’ staff and loyalists.”

“I brought coffee when I wasn’t supposed to,” Hertha says with a shudder. “I shouldn’t have been in the room. Gustav is quite fond of firing people loudly and publicly. Everyone there, no matter how loyal, is biding their time and waiting for it to happen to them. When I walked in that morning, I knew that my crime was more than a little misdemeanor. I was afraid for my life.” She shivers. “Gustav was so angry.”

Freja hugs her close again. “We moved to Aeton first opportunity we could get, and they let us go. We’ve never had anybody come after us, though we’ve never stopped looking over our shoulders. I suppose they figured we were too insignificant to bother with.” Freja sniffs. “They didn’t know that both of my mothers were born fighters and raised me just as well. I could’ve taken them.”

“I’m just grateful you didn’t have to,” Hertha says, lacing their fingers together.

Beating up other oligarchs’ men. Cerrick came here expecting a meeting about the Archives, came to Aeton expecting to learn something new about Alfred. It’s Kyros, it’s the head oligarch’s beloved and mysterious assistant. There was bound to be some hidden illegality. Some corruption.

Still, Cerrick expected nothing like this. Orv wasn’t lying when he claimed that this went far beyond anything Cerrick could imagine.

Cerrick wipes his eyes at the thought of Orv. “What else did you see or hear there?” he asks, clearing his throat. “Anything incriminating? Any solid proof?”

Freja smirks. “Are you hoping to indict the oligarchs, m’lord? Turn traitor to your own country?”

Cerrick swallows. “I’ve been...trying not to think about that. Just answer the question, please. We don’t have much time.”

“No,” Freja says. “Nothing else I can remember.”

Hertha pipes up. “There was one other thing I heard. It sounded like Gustav was threatening to beat up the staff of the other oligarchs if they acted out of line. I don’t remember exactly what he said, but that was the tone. He promised to hold back until they did something to provoke him—or Andor.”

Cerrick’s heart races. “Think, Miss Engberg, this is very important. Did he specifically mention doing that on Andor’s behalf?”

She chews her lip for a long moment. “Yes. Yes. He said he’d beat the hell out of anyone who got in the way of his and Andor’s interests, and he didn’t care who they worked for.”

Cerrick meets her eye. “Are you willing to go on the books about this?”

Hertha’s mouth forms the word no, but Freja interjects and says, “Yes. We have nothing to hide. We did nothing wrong. Like I said, fighter training. I’ll keep us safe if you use this, m’lord.”

Hertha glares at her profile, which Cerrick ignores. If they change their minds, they can inform him later, and he’ll adjust accordingly. Though he really hopes they won’t.
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“WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU?”

Edlyn doesn’t answer. She’s been pacing and glaring at the wall like it wronged her personally, and she keeps fondling the knives on her cloak.

“Edlyn,” Cerrick sighs. “I know you too well for this.”

“Tell me what’s new with you,” she snaps, coming to a halt and crossing her arms.

“Not until you tell me what’s new with you.”

She slams a fist against the wall, making him jump. “I’m here to give you news on Kryos, and you’re here to give me news on Aeton. This isn’t a personal visit.”

“Like we could ever follow those rules,” Cerrick argues, twisting in his chair. He was looking forward to crying in her arms about Orv, but he puts that to the side for now. “Would you like a massage?”

“What?”

“I can see the tension in your shoulders. You never stop to rest when you’re uptight.”

“Neither do you.”

“We’re not talking about me till we talk about you,” he insists, standing up and placing his hands on her shoulders. He digs his fingers into her shoulders as best he can through all the layers she’s wearing, the thick fur of her cloak. “Take this off.”

She sighs and slips it off, letting it fall to the floor with the metal knives clanking together. She squares her shoulders, sighing in relief. “Do you remember that fool I was with for a few months? Carr?”

“How could I not?” Carr’s mood swings were explosive like a storm. Edlyn found him heavens know where, probably in a bar in the southwest one dark night. They were both wrecks in the period between quitting the Ice and joining the Sun. They dealt with it in different ways. Cerrick went inward, and Edlyn went outward.

Cerrick never liked Carr, but he didn’t have the right to begrudge Edlyn for her coping mechanisms. She wanted a stranger who could fill the void, something to take up her time. Someone who could keep up. Someone who was a fighter like her.

Cerrick tried to stay out of their apartment as much as he could when Carr was around to avoid their shouting matches. Unfortunately, he was present on the day they split. Edlyn and Carr’s sharp edges collided and they grew irredeemably fed up with each other. Sparks turned into a fire, and the apartment was trashed. Carr was almost literally thrown out. Cerrick quietly swept up while Edlyn fumed for hours afterward.

“Do you remember why I left that worthless bastard?” Her head lolls back when he digs in particularly hard. He pushes aside the collar of her shirt to get at her skin.

“He saw something he shouldn’t have? I was rather taxed for the details at the time.”

“Yes, I know. I’m sorry.” She sighs. “He was smarter than he looked—he knew the knives on my cloak weren’t just the decorative kind. He tested my reflexes when he startled me. I was a fool one night and left out an old message Bertie had given me.”

Cerrick’s fingers fall away.

“Shut up,” Edlyn snaps. “Perhaps, on this one occasion, I was missing Bertie the slightest little bit. The little things, you know. The structure he gave to my life in that hellhole of a city. Don’t judge me.”

“I wasn’t.”

“How long have we known each other? I can tell when you’re judging me without having to see your face. Get back to what you were doing.”

He smiles and resumes.

“That bastard figured me out,” Edlyn continues. “On that evening when we had our fight, he confronted me about my past. He knows my secret, and it’s not a stretch to guess he knows yours.”

The thought makes Cerrick close his eyes to fight a wave of dread, but he says, “There’s nothing that can be done about that. He’s an idiot, and it happened a long time ago. How much damage can he do?”

She laughs bitterly. “A lot, especially since things ended so badly for us. You asked what was upsetting me tonight. Saints, I wish Kryos still sanctioned its old ways of violence.” With a defeated sigh, she admits, “Carr has a job at the Order.”

A cold wave of dread passes over Cerrick’s skin. “The Order of the Ice?”

“No. Of the Sun. He let me know personally. I don’t know how the bastard managed to find us. Saints, now he has government clearance. Bad, I know.” She gently pries Cerrick’s fingers off her shoulders, squeezing his hand in the process. She picks up her cloak and pulls it back over her shoulders.

The dullness in her eyes doesn’t reflect the muted rage in her voice. “I’m counting down the days until he finds a way to expose us. I wouldn’t put it past him to do this for petty revenge. In fact, I’d say it’d be exactly in character.”

Cerrick collapses to the floor with his head in his hands.

“You wanted to know,” Edlyn murmurs, sliding to the floor beside him and putting an arm around his shoulders.

Cerrick finally grabs hold of his words and stammers, “Can we bargain with him? Did he admit anything to you?”

“No. He’s as clean as your husband.”

Cerrick sighs and leans his head back.

“I’m sorry, Cerrick. I know it’s my own damn fault for leaving that paper out that day. For ever letting Carr into my life at all.”

“No, it’s not your fault. He’s the one who invaded your privacy and is now using it against you. Against both of us.”

“Very comforting.” She rests her head on his shoulder. “You might think that this is Bertie’s influence, but I want to put a knife through that bastard’s heart.”

Cerrick laughs painfully. The Order of the Sun has a long-running investigation into the organized crime in Rinnfell, and he tries not to ponder how close they’ve been to being found out already, without the aid of Edlyn’s ex. Being found out wouldn’t just mean being fired and disgraced in two countries, torn away from Njord. No. It would mean prison.

Suddenly the idea of killing Carr isn’t so humorous anymore.

“I’d help you,” he whispers. Perhaps she’s right. Bertie leaves his mark on all of them.

No, these aren’t his words. His dreams, his projects, maybe, but only a hint of his influence remains.

He breeds monsters. He creates the best kind of environment for them to thrive. He raises and nurtures them behind that smiling, cheery façade. Bertie can’t fight, but Cerrick has seen his true ugliness come out when he simply doesn’t have the will to hold it back. The smile is an act. The smile always fades.

Monster.

Bertie didn’t create a monster in Cerrick, only brought it out. That will never change.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Between social requirements and the wave of grief that hits him every time he thinks of the letter copy, Cerrick takes two weeks after Orv’s death to investigate the list of names.

When he finally commits to tackling the problem, he begins with a thorough plan. One of the palace clerks loans Cerrick the master record of Aeton’s citizens. While he’s not supposed to have it, the worst that could come of it is someone mentioning it to Njord. From there, Cerrick will be able to charm away the problem. Njord is pathetically easy to manipulate.

He wishes it weren’t so. Inconveniently, ever since Vegertha Valley, Cerrick’s chest blooms at the thought of him, breath hitches at the sight of him, and his knees nearly give out with every kiss. It’s becoming a problem. It’s always been a problem.

Thoughts of Njord are forcefully banned so that Cerrick’s focus can go to the list of names. He goes down it one by one while Njord is out on duty one snowy afternoon. Slowly, he discovers that most of the names belong to Kryc born folks now living in Aeton, likely for the same reasons as Orv and Freja and Hertha.

From what he can find out by reading the documents available to him for free, most of them were government workers, staff and assistants and fetchpeople for the oligarchs. Solveig, Skad, Eir, Gustav. Not Andor.

Interestingly, no one who worked under Edda or Brandr appears on that list. The latter makes sense—Brandr doesn’t often employ staffers. He prefers to handle Fura dukedom’s problems with his own two hands.

Some call him distrusting, paranoid, anti-social. In the fourteen years he’s been an oligarch, he’s kept to himself, staying out of the drama between his colleagues. His dukedom is unimportant enough that he’s been left to his own devices, voted in for three consecutive terms without much contest.

Cerrick wonders about him. He’s so secretive, so private.

Why aren’t any of Edda’s former staff on that list? Perhaps it’s because Edda is a Saint; no one has anything ill to say of her. Or so Cerrick believes. Nothing is certain anymore.

He finds the addresses of the first five people on the list living in Holbeck and waits until nighttime to visit them. Explaining who he is to people like this without Orv as a liaison will be difficult, but he has no choice.

As he walks, freezing beneath his furs and shielding his nose under his cloak hood, he determines that the best method is to tell the truth. In a business of lies, the truth is proving surprisingly and uniquely important.

To pass the time as he struggles against the howling wind, he thinks on all the missions he and Edlyn have carried out. Oh, if only he could tell Njord about those.

Their mission in Ressegal was their proudest achievement thus far, the true mark of Andor’s trust in them. There, they broke into libraries and studies at night to search for prevalent documents. Only before murdering the councilman did they have to speak in niceties, Cerrick’s weak point. If not for his parents and their damn parties, he doesn’t know how he would’ve coped here in Holbeck.

As miserable as he is in the wind and snow, he remembers what it’d be like in Kryos right now. Walking through the streets at night in Rinnfell would be a worse punishment than joining Saint Renalie in hell. Some parents send their misbehaving children on errands such as fetching water or visiting the butcher in this kind of weather. Snow never falls lightly in Kryos.

Njord would’ve helped those children without a thought, would’ve carried their burdens and offered to talk to the parent who sent them on that suicide errand. No one in that sector of Rinnfell would’ve had decent clothes to warm them through, but Njord would’ve traded them his furs without a thought. Cerrick is still cold even beneath his fine layers of fur, in a light snowfall, in Aeton.

He shakes the thoughts and the lingering guilt out of his head. No distractions. Stay focused.

Cerrick knocks on the door of the first person’s house; small and colorful with a foggy window on the front. The overhang is low. Cerrick has to stoop to be out of the snow. He lowers his head as the door opens only a crack, wincing at the force of the wind that immediately begins whipping through his hair.

“Hello,” he yells—he has to in order to be heard. He squints. The house is dark inside, and the person in the doorway crack isn’t holding a lantern. “I’m—I work for the Order of the Sun, and I would like to ask you some questions.”

The door slams in his face. “Wait!” he yells. “It’s about what you heard in the office of Skad Karsten.”

Silence. Cerrick waits a long minute before turning around on the stoop. He sighs. It was to be expected. No one would want to talk to a stranger in weather this cold. Perhaps he’ll come back another time—

The person inside yells, “Yer a damn fool if you think I’ll believe you. Yer just a plant to get information out of me. You’ll kill me once you have what you need. Fuck off. Go away.”

She speaks with the distinct and grating southern Kryc accent that makes Cerrick grimace. “I’m a friend of Orv.”

More silence. After a long moment the door is yanked open again. “Come in, ye fuck,” the woman grumbles, waving him inside with a jerk of her hand. She slams the door behind them, trapping the wind outside and enveloping him in welcome warmth.

Her house is dark. Cerrick probably woke her up. She strikes a match with a hiss and walks it over to a row of candlesticks on the dining table. 

“What do ye want?” she asks, lighting one of the handheld candlesticks and bringing it closer, taking a seat in an overstuffed armchair in the middle of her sitting room. Her face is still hidden in the dark, for all the detail he keeps trying to make out.

“Information,” he says. “Anything you witnessed in your time working at the palace that might’ve been incriminating to Skad. Anything that made you suspicious. Anything you think that I could go off of, as a member of the Sun conducting an investigation.”

Tiny threads can unravel a whole case if he tugs on them correctly. She doesn’t need to hand him a stunning story with the documents to prove it, not like Orv did for Eir and Lysa. Cerrick has to start somewhere. All his informants have to do is point him to the starting point.

“Ye play a dangerous game.” The woman gestures for him to sit opposite her. “What if I was loyal to Oligarch Skad? Asking those sorts of things and revealing who you are is not wise. I thought the Sun agents were supposed to be wiser and mightier than the rest of us.”

Bitterness taints her voice. Those words might as well come from Andor’s smug mouth. As infuriating as he can be, he’s almost always right. It’s not by chance that the Order of the Sun is the most successful of the government Orders. Cerrick wonders fleetingly if Orv would’ve met Andor’s impossible approval and become the field agent he should’ve been.

Cerrick leans forward, fighting through the tight fist of grief at the reminder that Orv is dead. “You wouldn’t be a friend of Orv’s if you hadn’t seen something incriminating. You wouldn’t be living so far from Kryos if you truly had nothing on your mind. If you were loyal to Skad, you would be in her office at home, plotting your next moves while remaining in her good graces.”

She laughs, a gravelly, choked off sound. “You are wise.” She leans back in her chair, hands crossed over her breast. “Skad—ah, Saints damn that woman, she was a fool.”

Cerrick bites back a smile. This woman can’t be any older than Skad herself, and her unruly brown curls aren’t far off from Skad’s. This woman’s thick glasses differentiate the two of them, but even her robes are dark green like Skad’s. A habit leftover from working for her, or a simple accident?

“You needn’t fear anything I might do, lad,” the woman says, amused. “Stop eyeing me like I’m going to cut you for the first crime you commit in my presence. You Sun types are always so paranoid, reading into things where you shouldn’t.”

“Forgive me,” Cerrick says, trying for a polite smile. “It’s how we’re trained. It’s hard when the behavior gets so ingrained in us.”

The woman grunts. “I would never cut you for the first wrong thing you do. The second, maybe.”

Cerrick stiffens. The primal fear that comes from exposing himself to an informant rises up in his chest again as she throws her head back and laughs. Unfortunately for him and his instincts, the help of an informant is too precious to waste.

“Skad is the worst kind of bastard you can imagine, because she’s good.” The woman shakes her head. “As clever as a raven, that one. I know looks can be deceiving. The stories you hear can lead you astray. Now, Gustav, there’s one without brains. He only takes orders from others and lets his fists make up for it.”

Cerrick files that away for later, wondering how much she knows about Gustav that Freja and Hertha weren’t able to tell him. His law student heart thumps happily at the thought of the case he has against Gustav, and Eir, and hopefully now Skad. If only he knew what to do with that information. Prosecuting the oligarchs would mean treason, inviting terror to rain down upon his head. What would be left of Kryos after that?

As long as Andor is still in power, Kryos can swear in new oligarchs with little fuss, but a unanimous vote is required to vote one out. Countless times, critics have tried to dismantle the system. It’s a tired argument.

Seven oligarchs required to get rid of one, but only one required to appoint new ones? Five year terms for regular oligarchs that require a majority vote to renew, fifteen years for the head oligarch? To a point, Cerrick sees the point of the discourse. Until now, it hasn’t mattered to him enough to care.

“What did she do that was so clever?” Cerrick prompts. “You know who I am. You know that I need as much detail as you can afford to give me.”

“Oh, where to start the list, lad. She stole money from one and all, and then bullied the victims into staying out of court when they tried to take her to justice.”

After so many meetings with Orv’s timid and cryptic details, her stark words are refreshing, if a little startling. “Elaborate, please?”

She waves a hand. “You want details you can use in court. I know how it goes, Sun.” She gets to her feet, groaning, and limps to a dark corner of the room. Cerrick frowns. He didn’t notice that when he came in.

“No, the limp is not from an incident with Skad.” Cerrick blinks, wondering if she’s a mythical creature capable of reading minds. She rolls her eyes. “What did I tell you? You lot think too much. The limp is from a foolish incident with a tree when I was a foolish child skating on ice.”

“How do you know so much about us?” Cerrick presses. “How we think?”

She doesn’t answer for a long minute, busy rifling through a filing cabinet. When she finds what she’s looking for, she returns to him with a triumphant noise. “I’ve dealt with a lot of you before,” she says. “I’m prepared.”

Cerrick smiles. “You would make a good Sun member.” Memories of Orv come rushing forth, and he swallows around them.

This woman scoffs. “I don’t want to work in such a dangerous field anymore, for such dangerous people. Working for Andor is like touching explosives. I was done with that life. I renounced my Kryc citizenship. If Skad wanted to get to me, I wanted her to go through hell if she kept coming after me. The full force of prosecuting or threatening an Aeton is on my side.”

“What did she do to you that was egregious enough to make you do that?”

“Why would you ask that?” the woman asks, tilting her head.

Cerrick shrugs. “You seem like a brave person. You’re not one easily intimidated by threats, however meaningful. Just learning of her misdeeds wouldn’t have been enough. She had to do something to you in order to make up your mind.”

His informant smirks and says, “I was her undersecretary. I was in a precarious position of deniability. I couldn’t help that I saw all of this shit! All of her thefts! If she wanted it hidden so badly, she should’ve hidden it herself somewhere safe, like one of her mansions. She should’ve found some other sorry ass to hide her crimes for her. I wasn’t going to suck up to her, even when she tried to get Andor to interrogate me with a Sun member.”

“She did?”

“Mm. Andor refused, of course he did, the old bastard.” She grins, a fierce and bitter sight. Cerrick much prefers it to the preening grins of nobles. These folks have always been easier to deal with than fluffy nobles—the criminals who are brutally honest, and sometimes just brutal. “Begging your pardon. Don’t mean to insult your boss.”

“Oh, I think he can handle the occasional insult,” Cerrick says with a smile.

She laughs and continues, “So Skad used some of Gustav’s goons on me instead. Threatened my life, told me what they’d do if I ever tried to go to court about it. That’s what she does to everyone she’s ever wronged. Bastard.”

“Gustav’s goons?” His head is spinning.

“Yeah. The two of them have some kind of pact, I think. Help each other out, her brains for his brawn.”

How deep does this go?

“Here’s ye proof,” the woman says, tossing him a folder of papers she retrieved from the cabinet. “Of course, when she threatened me, I immediately saw myself out, but I stole those on the way. Been waiting for somebody like you to come along and do something useful with them. Someone I knew I could trust.”

Cerrick flips through them reverently, wondering what Saint he unwittingly pleased to receive proof like this from an informant.

“Thank you,” he says absently, flipping through all the details she omitted. A receipt of payment to Skad and her Dukedom of Hester from one Endre Helvig, signed in a passable but imperfect forgery. Easy to detect if one knows what to look for. Keep this off the books, you fucking idiot, is written across the front in Kryc, in bright red ink.

“Those were her notes,” Cerrick’s informant adds, “after she had Gustav’s goons beat me up.”

A pact. Two oligarchs working together and getting along for any reason is huge enough, but for something illegal like this? No one would believe him, not even Edlyn, unless she saw the proof. And Cerrick doesn’t have any proof of that.

“Is it simply a theory that Skad and Gustav made this pact?” he asks as he flips and flips, discovering more instances of Skad’s thievery. She hid her work in a variety of methods: sometimes outright forgeries on receipts, sometimes a suspiciously small amount of Hester grain sold for a suspiciously large amount of money. Sometimes she would filter her money through her various businesses to give the appearance that she had less on hand. Among other methods.

“Just a theory,” the woman says. “Although if you can prove it’s true and get both of those bastards behind bars, I’ll kiss you on the mouth.”

Cerrick grimaces. “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” He asks for more details about Gustav, but she doesn’t have anything more than rumor to contribute. They align with the bullying and loyalty to Andor that Freja and Hertha described. Cerrick makes a note in his mental files.

“Fuck yes,” she replies when Cerrick asks if she’s willing to go on the books. “Hester deserves a better duchess than Skad Karsten, and she’s a disgrace to the corrupt council of oligarchs. I’ll do anything to see her out. I’ve been wanting to get revenge on the mad bastard for years. You can fucking quote me.”

As he’s preparing to brave the winter weather, files tucked under his arm, she asks, “Thank you for all of this, Mister—”

Cerrick smiles behind the privacy of his hood and the darkness of her home. Obviously she doesn’t recognize him from his new life as the husband of a prince. With his face, hair, and wedding bracelet covered, he’d be surprised if anyone recognized him like this. “Ah, I’d rather not say. Sun workers, you know how we are.”

She grins. “Fuckin’ right. Whoever you are, I hope you don’t wind up dead in the night from the work you’re doing. Good luck to ya.”

Perhaps the strangest blessing he’s ever gotten, but a blessing nonetheless. He steps foot outside, wincing at the sharp blast of wind that cuts against his face, freshly freezing him again.

Before the door shuts, the woman who has given him so much tonight asks, “How’s Orv?”

Cerrick sighs internally. He’d been hoping to avoid that question tonight. He supposes he owes it to her—she let him in on the pretense he was Orv’s friend, and he’s never shown her any proof that he was.

“Wound up dead in the night.” The words sting like a bullet, reigniting a pain that could become fatal but will in time heal with the proper treatment. He risks a glance back at his informant’s face, wondering if she’ll ask if he was the one responsible. If she’ll demand her papers back. If she’ll accuse him of lying all along. She’s smart, though. Says she knows the Sun types so well.

It’s hard to make out her expression in the darkness with the candles in the background, fluttering from the wind blowing inside. The woman’s voice is sullen when she says, “Ah. Saints rest his soul. Met a grand end, did he?”

Cerrick smiles. “The grandest.”

“Good.” They stand there quietly for a moment. The woman bows her head, likely praying.

This time, tears spring to Cerrick’s eyes and he can’t hold them back. For the first time, he has someone to grieve with who understands what the man meant. Edlyn is wonderful in her own way, but she doesn’t understand, just like he’ll never understand the pains of being forced to leave your homeland and earn money for your family in a country whose language you’ve never spoken a word of. It’s pain, it’s hell, but they get through it, they all do, because there’s no other path.

The woman raises her head and clasps her hands. In the darkness, a few tears stream down her cheeks. She ignores them, wearing them proudly like battle scars. “Now get out of here before ye freeze.” Her voice wavers, but she’s still strong and sharp as a whip. The better version of Skad.

Cerrick goes.
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I’M A FRIEND OF ORV turn out to be the magic words. Everyone on the list that he talks to initially shuts their mouth tight, ordering him to go away. Right before they’re about to slam the door, Cerrick reveals his connection to Orv. From there, distrusting grumblings eventually give way to reluctant words.

Slowly, Cerrick discovers the string of connections Orv left behind. He was the common thread tugging everyone together, something of a legend in this city of Kryc government refugees. All of these former oligarch staff and ex Order members heard Orv’s name and knew he was an ally to them, maybe even a friend. To the wretched, that companionship means everything.

The suffering find solace in one another. Even living in a world of enemies, fearing for their lives because of something they weren’t meant to hear, as long as they had each other they were fine.

Cerrick gathers his case. The tradeoff is that he must reveal Orv’s death when each and every one of them ask where he is so they can talk to him. That news garners a variety of reactions. Outright accusations, veiled suspicion, or complete sympathy. Cerrick practices the art of shedding fake tears and making choked up speeches. It’s far too easy to summon them.

With each detail he uncovers, he wonders how much time he’s unwittingly given the oligarchs to hide their crimes. Alfred ordered Orv’s death. That means word has gotten out.

He doesn’t dwell on it too long. There’s no use in wandering down that path. He can avenge Orv by doing his job.

Cerrick focuses on the names on the list he’s able to identify here in Holbeck. The other half of names are ones who don’t have an immediate connection to the Kryc government. He doesn’t want to waste time searching when he could be going after what he does know. Another of Andor’s lessons.

However, he can’t hide himself away from the world entirely. There’s still Njord.

Njord may not know what Cerrick is busy with, but he’s astute enough to pick up that something is different. Cerrick signed up for this way of life. These sleepless nights reading, living off coffee, and isolating himself more and more are all reminiscent of college. He’s done this before. He can do it again.

Why is it so much harder this time? He tries and tries to treat this like any other test he must study for. Like it’s one of dozens of law tests and exams he took in his four years of college. Nothing works to minimize the weight of this work in his mind.

Enter Njord.

Njord all but carries him out of his room one night, saying, “You have been in here too long. It’s time you come out and rejoin the world.”

When Cerrick protests, claiming he’s studying as he’s been all this time, Njord says, “For what, another college? Cerrick, mo’amar, you are brilliant, but every genius has a breaking point. Everyone needs rest. Please, tonight, come with me into the city.”

Cerrick regards him suspiciously. After all this time hunting the members of Orv’s list, he’s unused to such a beautiful sight as Njord’s smile. He’s been staring at nothing but ink and paper in the lamplight for Saints know how long today alone. “Is there another play, or hunt, or a frozen lake?” And why did Njord use the archaic Kryc term for my love? Has he been studying too? The thought is touching.

Njord chuckles and rubs his shoulder, warming him through more effectively than ten minutes by the fireside would. “Not unless you’d like there to be. I was hoping that the two of us could tour Holbeck. I haven’t had a chance to show you the restaurants and the shops yet.” He braces his hands on the back of Cerrick’s chair, radiating heat. Cerrick leans back into him and his warmth with a sigh, cursing the chairback. “Is that alright?” Njord adds.

Cerrick glances at the books of Kryc law he left open on his desk, Orv’s letter copy carefully tucked away in his locked drawer. These Kryc laws are safe enough for Njord to see—Cerrick was a law student, and he doesn’t know how well Njord can read Kryc.

“Very well,” he says, though he knows he shouldn’t. Time matters more than anything. Alfred is off in the mountains, probably getting suspicious. He had Orv assassinated when he did for a reason. Heavens know what any of the other oligarchs are going to do next.

“You needn’t sound so reluctant,” Njord mutters with the tone of a kicked puppy. Cerrick’s heart pulses, and he twists around in the chair.

“I’d be delighted,” he says. He can’t fathom how he ever needed to fake the affection in his voice. And then Njord smiles.

Oh. That smile.

His eyes crinkle, his teeth show, and he’s so bright and unadulterated that Cerrick loses his breath. His husband isn’t lacking in looks in any way—Cerrick struggles to think of an area where he is lacking. How could he resist?

They go out.

Cerrick dresses in a long sleeved shirt of deep red along with sleek black trousers. His borrowed cloak, long enough to drag along the ground, is worthy of royalty. He’s close enough to count, he supposes.

It’s pure white velvet with golden trim, clasped in the front with gold and lined with light brown fur. This late into winter, every garment requires fur. He keeps the cloak pulled close around him like a blanket from the moment they set foot outside.

His brown boots have a heel tall enough for him to kiss Njord without needing to stand on his toes, yet he’s still shorter. Cerrick is used to it; he’s always been short compared to the folks around him.

Njord’s breath hitches when he catches a glimpse of Cerrick. Cerrick stares right back at the beautiful man dressed himself in all black, his hair loose around his shoulders. It’s been rubbed with what looks like gold glitter, something usually reserved for important feasts and balls. Cerrick is touched that Njord deemed this an important enough occasion. Has he noticed that Cerrick likes his hair free and adjusted accordingly?

Njord’s boots, belt, and even the hilt of the sword he carries are shined brightly enough that Cerrick can see his reflection in them. He’s stunning. Cerrick steals a kiss before he can think.

Njord smiles, offering his hand. He and Cerrick walk together outside and draw a fair number of stares. Cerrick’s exhaustion from two weeks of work slowly fades. Though thoughts of work linger in the back of his mind, Njord’s hand in his distracts him long enough to make a difference.

Njord takes him through the streets of Holbeck with their hands still intertwined, pointing things out to Cerrick by the light of the streetlamps. Cerrick isn’t usually out this early in the night, while the streetlamps are still burning. After far too long, he gets a quiet night to see the city through Njord’s eyes, the clean streets and white walls and the brightly colored houses and the quaint little shops.

Cerrick has seen them and traveled through them a hundred times, but never like this. Instead of dark clouds of news or anticipation weighing on his mind, he sees the innocent side of this city. As it’s meant to be seen.

Njord isn’t taking him anywhere in particular. The simple joy of holding Cerrick’s hand and walking the streets seems to be enough for him. Cerrick recalls that long ago night at the theater where he proclaimed that assassination was much more likely in the palace than on the streets. He keeps to that logic, but he feels more uneasy about it now. Njord’s sword, Njord’s presence, the dagger in Cerrick’s boot all give him some comfort, but the stakes have risen significantly from the night of the theater.

Njord takes him past the shops he visited as a child, the places where empty lots or new buildings now sit in their place. He takes Cerrick to a restaurant where they eat inside instead of under the stars, at Cerrick’s request. When Njord tries to argue the point, Cerrick protests, “The stars might be beautiful, but the air is frozen, and I will be too frozen to admire them. Another time, perhaps.”

“Anything for you, mo’amar,” Njord says easily, bowing his head. “I aim only to please.”

The inside of the building is just as lovely as the outside and almost as lovely as the view of the sky, clear black instead of the vague darkness of a Kryc night. The menu is in Aeton, of course, so Njord translates for him, distinctly proud of his ability to help Cerrick as he always is.

Cerrick doesn’t feel as helpless and belittled around him as he worried he might. When it’s just Njord there with him, no judgment hangs in the air between them. In its place is only an earnest desire on Njord’s part to share his knowledge, just like he did the morning of the hunt. Njord’s childlike innocence never seems to dissipate. The love never fades from his eyes. He’s devoted to Cerrick.

Cerrick is glad to have someone else’s eyes roving over the words on the menu tonight. He’s done enough reading in the past two weeks to last him for life. His stomach twists at the thought of returning to his bedchamber at home and giving himself back into the arms of that list. That blessed, cursed list. He almost wishes he’d never found it.

His next task is to find the connection between the remaining names on the list and the Kryc government. Would that Orv were here to give him guidance. Would that Cerrick had some sort of help. Anything at all would be heaven sent now.

For now, he gives himself over to Njord’s smile and ignores the weight of eyes on his profile from the other diners at this restaurant. It’s been too long since Cerrick has been somewhere as nice as this, somewhere with white tablecloths and silverware as shiny as Njord’s boots and servants dressed in black and white.

They’re served seared venison salted and spiced with flavors from the Middle Forests, resting on a pile of potato wedges sprinkled with the same spices. The dipping sauce is creamy, offering a gentle respite from the rich spices. A plate of crunchy asparagus completes the meal.

While they eat, Njord talks mindlessly about what’s kept him occupied the last few weeks while Cerrick has been studying. He’s been busy training new soldier recruits and leading the seasoned ones through some refreshment drills. One of his main daily jobs is to lead his soldiers on patrols around the city and through the forest perimeter just beyond.

Cerrick watches him ride out with his soldiers every morning, sometimes with his siblings and sometimes alone. His head is always held high, proud and capable. A natural and brilliant leader.

“So this is what you’ve always done?” Cerrick asks, sipping the bura that goes just as well with this meal as it did when they made their toast that first day in Holbeck. The memory still makes him smile, however distant it might feel.

“Mostly, yes. I used to go on grander missions before I met you. More frequent trips throughout the country further away.”

Cerrick nods. “I see. I hope I haven’t been tying you down.”

“No!” Njord says. “Well—yes. You are. But in the best way. I don’t mind staying here in the least. Not if it means we won’t be separated.”

“You’re just saying that because you think it’s what I want to hear,” Cerrick says gently, wondering if Njord will deliver another of his heartfelt rants. Cerrick has never been around anyone who speaks in such a way, certainly not to him. He’s growing more used to Njord’s attention than he probably should. Njord is precious and deserves to be treated as such.

Cerrick is lucky to have him, luckier than he deserves. What has he done to earn this? Defy his family and the life he was supposed to have, stumble his way into a gang and break out of it only to owe years’ worth of debt, impress the Head Oligarch enough to earn himself a well-paying job? It’s pure luck that he wound up in Aeton with Njord at his side.

You’re supposed to leave him when you’re done.

If everything went as it should, if Njord was the oaf Cerrick expected him to be, if this was just about catching the thieves who stole the Asger Archives, he would leave. He’d be able to do it without question. If Cerrick’s stupid heart hadn’t fallen for dark blue eyes and a smile to crush all others, he would leave without a moment’s guilt in his mind.

Like so much else, for now he puts it aside.

“You remind me why I love this city,” Njord says. “You’ve given me a new reason to love it. By the Saints, I love my sunlit home. The more time I spend here with you, the more I fall in love.” He smiles as he takes a sip of his drink. He knows what he’s doing.

With the city, or with me? Cerrick wants to ask. Or both? Cerrick still hasn’t returned Njord’s confession from that day on the lake. He’s expressed no desire for Cerrick to do so. Cerrick wonders how someone can be as effortless at boundaries as Njord is.

“You haven’t told me much about your studies at college,” Njord says. “Tell me?”

Cerrick smiles. “You don’t want to ask me that. I have four years of sleepless nights and information drilled into me by my teachers just waiting for a moment to bust out of my head.”

Njord provides that gentle prod with a knowing smile, and the floodgates open for Cerrick to spill every detail he learned at Trygg and Sigmond. He discusses the extensive analysis of the Thorpe Code that was forced down their throats again and again, at both schools, until every student had memorized it.

The Thorpe Code, a set of unbreakable laws that the citizens and government of Kryos have abided by since the sixth revolution, decide all the most important matters in the oligarchy. When in doubt, they turn to the Thorpe Code.

Scholars have dedicated their lives to studying it, interpreting it, and translating it, and still many unknowns become the frequent topic of argument among the experts. How did Sigrid and Erika Thorpe intend for this passage to be interpreted? What did they mean in this clause? How has the language changed in two hundred years?

Eight principles. Thirty four divisions. Cerrick could recite them in his sleep. It’s the reason they have seven oligarchs, the reason they’re voted in and out the way they are, the reason Kryos hasn’t completely gone to ashes yet for its seventh revolution. It’s only a matter of time before the next one.

Amid saying, “Did you know that anyone with any Ressegalian blood can’t serve in the higher Kryc government?” Cerrick thinks of Alfred and smothers his grin in his glass. He may still not know what in the Saints’ name they’re going to do about Alfred or the oligarchs, but talking to Njord like this is relieving.

He can’t talk about the reason that clause in the Thorpe Code is so important, but he can share that little satisfaction with himself and just keep going. Njord isn’t going anywhere. Cerrick can say whatever he wants.

At best, Njord is having a hard time following what he’s saying, yet he smiles and nods along to every word out of Cerrick’s mouth. Usually that indicates utmost polite disinterest. Cerrick has used that tactic many times himself. Yet something—maybe it’s Njord’s eyes, as it usually is—says differently. I may not know quite what you’re talking about, but it’s making you excited, and I love you.

Njord loves him.

Cerrick still marvels about that.

He thinks of his long ago request the first time he snuck out to see Edlyn for Njord to tell him about Holbeck. To describe his home through his eyes, the same way that Cerrick shares the details of Steinberg and Rinnfell. Njord has, he just prefers visual learning. The Middle Forests, Vegertha Valley, the hunt, ice skating, this tour of Holbeck, have all been such lessons. He fulfilled Cerrick’s request.

As they share a plate of fresh fruit and a decadent chocolate tart made from cacao shipped all the way from Tailing, Cerrick allows himself to dream of another life. A life where everything is the same but he’s not a spy for the Sun. Instead, he was sent here by his parents to marry Njord. His parents, with whom he has a good and ongoing relationship with. In another life, he could be laughing with Njord as he wipes chocolate mousse off his lip and know nothing could ever touch them.

A better Cerrick has that, a luckier one somewhere far off. That Cerrick has never even heard of the Order of the Ice and never heard Alfred Dalton’s sorry name. That Cerrick was blessed more by the Saints.

When they get back to their rooms at the palace after a leisurely walk through the cold, something in the air is different. Quiet. Tense. Not necessarily in a bad way, but the air is thick with it, the apprehension on Njord’s face. As if wants to say something, yet something is holding him back. Cerrick doesn’t know the words to ask him what it is. He takes off his cloak while Njord builds up the fire.

Breaking the stillness, Njord takes him by the shoulders. “My love,” he says, making Cerrick shiver. This will be good. “Do you remember the cabin?”

“How could I forget?” Cerrick whispers before he can think better of it. Njord smiles, pleased. “Which part?”

“I wanted to—to lay with you. I have never stopped wanting to since. Ever since the day we met, I—” Njord cuts himself off, blushing furiously.

Cerrick raises an eyebrow.

“I promise that’s not what I was thinking while we were married,” Njord admits sheepishly.

Cerrick laughs. Njord’s manners will never fail to astound him after a year of hearing the foulest language man could utter on the streets of Rinnfell. “Please, continue.”

“You make me say it? You are a cruel man.” Njord takes a breath. “Would you—have you thought on it? I—”

“Yes,” Cerrick says, cupping Njord’s cheeks. “You are not pressuring me. Stop overthinking. Everything’s fine.”

“I will never stop overthinking with you,” Njord murmurs, raising one hand to circle Cerrick’s wrist and kiss his palm with a turn of his head. Cerrick’s breath hitches, even after all this time.

“Yes,” he says again, though he’s been thinking it in his head for a long time. He’s nervous, but there’s no one he’d rather do this with. There’s no one he would trust with this more than Njord. “Yes.” He’ll say it as many times as Njord needs in order to know he’s done nothing wrong. He’s doing everything right.

Njord kisses him, and Cerrick’s world goes still. The storms calm down. The only sound is the fire crackling, warming up the room as Njord sheds his own cloak. Cerrick’s heartbeat begins to pick up. He places shaking fingers on Njord’s chest.

“My love. I love you.” Mo’amar. T’ollis. Njord rumbles the words in Kryc and Aeton, into his mouth, onto his face and neck. Cerrick gets swept up in it. The reciprocating words form on his lips, but they never make it past.

Kissing Njord is addictive and terrible for his concentration. Cerrick was wrong earlier, he thinks as Njord picks him up by the backs of his legs, the two of them stumbling over to the bed. When he has this, there isn’t time to think of work or stress or anything but what’s happening next. Just like in the forest, when they had their own hunt. This is how it would’ve gone if Cerrick were braver, if Njord’s family hadn’t been too close for comfort.

Njord lays him down like he’s something holy, something worth this effortless treatment. Njord says things like, “I love you like the moon loves the sun, I need you like they need each other. You bring light to my life I didn’t know I was lacking before.”

Cerrick doesn’t know where he finds the breath, let alone the mental capacity. Is it possible that such sentiments just roll off his tongue as easily as breathing?

His hot hands rove over Cerrick’s body, searching and claiming, firm yet gentle. They’re almost reverent as they map each part of Cerrick’s body. Down his chest, up through his hair. Cerrick shivers and leans into every touch, his body following Njord’s warmth without his conscious input.

Njord rumbles for consent with each piece of Cerrick’s clothing he wants to remove, each patch of skin revealed. Cerrick is nearly too breathless to gasp out, “Yes,” each and every time. Njord could ask him for anything and he would agree. Njord could ask for the truth of his mission and Cerrick would spill the details, right here, splayed out in Njord’s bed with Njord hot and heavy looming over him. Watching Njord fumble to strip like he can’t do it fast enough makes Cerrick’s heart hammer in his chest.

Cerrick stops running. He decides as if sealing a lock that he can’t let Njord go. Cerrick reaches for him, gripping the broad shoulders he’s dreamed about so many times.

He threads a hand into Njord’s hair, pulling him down. The warrior holds himself up on his elbows above Cerrick’s body, his face glowing in the golden candlelight. Cerrick shivers, wondering how he got so lucky. And then Njord lowers his weight. Cerrick finds he can’t think of anything at all.

When they’re done, Cerrick flops his head onto Njord’s chest, both of them heaving for breath. Cerrick’s head is fuzzy. His thoughts slowly return in loose, hazy concepts that Cerrick ignores. What else could matter in this moment but the blue of the sheets, the red in Njord’s beard?

After a moment, Cerrick maneuvers his jelly limbs into position; propping himself up on his elbows over Njord. Njord smiles at him. His right hand is curved behind his head, the other wrapped loosely around Cerrick’s back, tracing idle shapes.

He’s golden in the lamplight, warm under Cerrick’s hands. Everything about him is warm and loose, from his smile to his eyes to the way his hair frames his face. Cerrick is dizzy with desire and in way over his head, caught up in all the emotions swimming through his mind.

“I could not be happier to have you.” Njord’s voice is so raw, thick and slightly slurred with his accent, and it makes every part of Cerrick ache. He’s living a lie with the most wonderful man in the world, a lie he can never come back from should he reveal the truth.

It’s not fair of him to accept every bit of Njord’s sweet words and affection and the unadulterated love in his eyes while keeping this devastating secret, and it’s certainly not fair to Njord to hold the fraction of Cerrick that he can. He’s missing the other half of Cerrick without even knowing he exists. Heavens, Saints, none of this is fair. It’s so unfair Cerrick wants to scream and cry.

Another life. He wishes that things were different.

“And I you,” Cerrick says, the one truth he can give.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Though now Cerrick has discovered the wonders of doing that, though he wants to do nothing but spend time with Njord, the work continues.

He bears every morsel of knowledge with a grim certainty. Cerrick cannot afford to waste any more time, so he throws himself into the visits. Name after name, visit after visit, fact after fact, document after document. He gets more information on the Eir and Lysa lohar tree scandal despite all he learned from Orv.

Despite doubting that there was anything more to learn, Trygg and Sigmond taught him that Kryc law knows no limits of complication. He’ll need every last bit of evidence if he’s going to make a court case out of it. If that is what he intends to do with all he’s learned. He’s still not certain.

Throughout his investigations with the list Orv provided, he finds more evidence for Gustav’s abuse, Skad’s scheme with Hester Dukedom, and Solveig’s family’s involvement in some shady deals in the Oslands. Like Eir, she wasn’t the one who began the tradition, just the one who carried it on. That doesn’t mean she’ll be any less susceptible in court. The Kryc court system offers mercy to no one.

He sees Edlyn, keeping her informed of his progress. She has nothing to report—Andor still isn’t talking to her—other than a sick smile on Bertie’s face when he joked about her and Cerrick returning to the Ice. Mere mention of the grisly sight puts it back into Cerrick’s mind. He simply nods when Edlyn describes the yearning she felt to put a knife through Bertie’s heart, but she held herself back because of the devastating consequences.

Bertie makes him irrationally angry. It’s a running joke among the gangs that Bertie can’t fight for shit, which is why he always needs his cronies with him when he makes threats, why he recruits so much, and why he’s so paranoid about going anywhere alone.

Doesn’t help that he’s made so many enemies in the other southwestern gangs. They pose more of a direct threat than the government’s retaliation. As long as Bertie stays out of sight and keeps his missions quiet, he’s fine.

Edlyn leaves each time, reminding Cerrick of how alone he is in his mission here. As stifling as the work can be, Cerrick has Njord, and he doesn’t have to deal with Bertie. At least you’re not in Kryos, he tells himself over and over, thinking about the day he’ll have to go back. He can’t stay in this Holbeck heaven forever, where nothing seems to have consequences no matter what he does, who he talks to. I won’t leave him. Andor said they couldn’t divorce, but it’d be the same sentiment. They’ll be separating, never to see each other again.

The thought hangs heavy on his mind. This is not a universe where he can have Njord forever. Yet all he can do is think about it.

Cerrick goes through the second half of the list of names, however cryptic they might be. Orv may as well have written these names in his blood. This list was his dying wish to Cerrick, words he never would’ve gotten to read if not for his own forgetfulness.

Thank the Saints this list isn’t in that assassin’s hands. Alfred’s hands. Cerrick would’ve been stuck pulling on threads that led nowhere, he would’ve been forced to return to Kryos with an incomplete investigation. Andor wouldn’t have been angry, in fact he’d probably tell Cerrick that he did the best he could and that was that. Yet the mystery would’ve nagged at Cerrick’s soul for the rest of his life.

Progress doesn’t erase the frustration of searching his records book for hours and finding nothing. The remaining names are utterly mysterious.

An idea hits him late in the night, deep into a mug of coffee and half asleep by the lamplight. Njord has only succeeded in pulling him out of his office a few more times since that wonderful night out.

Bless the Hagens for not inquiring into Cerrick’s habit of becoming a nighttime creature, though he’s sure they’re all wondering what the hell he’s up to.

It wasn’t ever this bad when he studied for exams in mid spring. This matters much more. This is an amalgamation of his four years of college plus his two years of spying on deadly missions all mashed into a miserable winter.

As if from the heavens, his midnight idea occurs to him. Check the Kryc citizen records.

He’s not sure why he didn’t think of it before. It seems the more obvious answer than Kryc-Aeton refugees. At midnight, he creeps down to the records department and asks the poor clerk there for the records. Cerrick slips him a coin and takes it back upstairs, where he tiptoes back to his own room. Njord remains snoring in bed.

Cerrick cracks open the huge book about to fall apart at the spine, eagerly looking up the first name on the list. He finds it easily. The man in question is a former soldier, now retired and living in Grenivik. From there Cerrick looks him up, referencing the records he’s used all year in the Sun. Who the man’s associates were, what sort of reputation he had, the like.

Cerrick frowns. This man served with Andor in the army.

He moves on to the next name, a grim theory sprouting in his mind. The next one is a woman, the daughter of Andor’s late business partner from when he was a coffee trader. The third and final name belongs to a man who has been seen chatting amiably with Andor several times. However, the exact nature of their relationship is unclear.

Notably, they’re all from different dukedoms.

The questions why, why, why that have haunted Cerrick for weeks click into place. Questions such as why would Alfred need this list? Why couldn’t he get it himself? What was he hoping to gain? The answers fall like puzzle pieces.

Cerrick sits back, a few minutes’ work doing what weeks of researching hasn’t. He doesn’t even have the energy to be frustrated. He’s only exhausted.

Edlyn comes in a week. He’ll tell her then. For now, he goes to bed.

In the days that follow, a distraction comes: Queen Brenda’s birthday celebration. It’s held in the dining hall ballroom where Cerrick and Njord had their wedding feast, with a party just as grand and bright and colorful as the wedding feast. The lights and the crowd still dazzle him.

What dazzles him most of all is Brenda’s laughter, loud and unadulterated. It rings throughout the room, filling it further with golden light. It’s late afternoon, the whole room is happy, and Cerrick feels as if he’s entered Saint Irena’s heaven itself.

Amid the celebrations and the light reflected off Brenda’s golden gown, a messenger approaches the back of Cerrick’s chair. They murmur quietly in his ear during a break in the noise. “Lord Cerrick, you have a visitor waiting in your rooms for you.”

Cerrick frowns, nodding. Who else could it be but Edlyn? She’d only come if there were an emergency, which doesn’t bode well. His chest twists with unease.

He excuses himself from Njord, who’s still merrily engaged in his mother’s joy and oblivious to Cerrick’s excuses. Cerrick leaves the noise of the party behind, taking in a gulp of fresh air as he passes an open window.

He unlocks the door of his rooms and is startled to find his visitor already awaiting him inside. They’re facing the open window, the evening sunlight preventing him from making out their profile.

“Cerrick, my boy. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.”

His visitor is dressed in a full length gown of gold with a flaring skirt, a bodice with a white panel in the center and sleeves that puff out at the arms, though her golden shoulders are exposed. She wears no jewelry, nothing to sparkle in the sun, no wedding bracelet on her wrist. Her hair falls to her chin, utterly golden. She turns her head enough for him to see her face. A warm smile crosses her face, reaching her brown eyes.

She’s tall, like most Kryc women are. The sun shines on a necklace he’s just now noticing, a silver charm in the Tailing crest, signifying her heritage and connection.

Cerrick nearly chokes. “Ed—Lady Holman?”

She smiles. “You can call me Edda. There is no reason for decorum here. You call the rest of the oligarchs by our first names when not in our presence.” Working this close to the Order of the Sun, she would know how secrets are kept and better yet, how to unveil them.

“What are you doing here?” he asks, shaking that off. “Did you come all the way from Burfell to wish Queen Brenda a happy birthday?” Oligarch Edda is a recluse quite like Brandr, who has a tendency to retire to her dukedom when no important votes are on the horizon for the oligarchy.

Even when there are, she only stays in Rinnfell long enough to do what is required of her before going back to her people. Her people would walk into hell for her. They’re more loyal to her than the subjects of any other two other oligarchs combined. She’s that rare type that actually cares for her people, a type that many argue doesn’t exist. Edda Holman vied to become an oligarch to help them, nothing more. Or so Cerrick has heard all his life.

She sighs. “I wish it were that easy. Brenda and I knew each other in our youth, you know. I’m sure she’d be happy to see me.”

Cerrick raises an eyebrow. “Why are you here?”

She smiles again, showing her beloved dimples. “You haven’t changed a bit, I see, still with that Order of the Sun urgency. You are its best, most devoted member, besides perhaps Edlyn.”

This is what an oligarch traveled from Kryos to tell him?

“Things are about to change, Cerrick,” Edda says, her smile fading. “The world will no longer be as we know it.” She’s biting her lip. After all these weeks of dealing with timid informants and cryptic messages, Cerrick is well familiar with that look. I want to tell you more but I fear for my safety if I do. “I want you to know that whatever happens, you have my unequivocal support. And Brandr’s. He and I are in agreement on many things.”

Cerrick nods, confused.

Edda steps forward and takes his chin in her hand, making him crane his neck. She’s warm, and she smells fresh, like the abundance of green plants that grow in Burfell. Her smile is sympathetic, her eyes watery. “Good luck,” she whispers. “And don’t forget that you have friends in Kryos.”

Cerrick stares up at her, unable to form the proper goodbye words, before she’s gently shoving him toward the door he came in through. “Go back before you’re missed. I know you can’t tell Brenda hello from me, but...” She smiles.

“I’ll find a way to pass along the sentiment,” Cerrick says faintly, hardly registering his own voice. Edda nods gratefully.

He backs out of the room, still dumbstruck. Edda shuts and locks from the inside, and he hears the rustle of cloth moving as Edda slips back out the window. Cerrick watches until all is silent from within. He’s never met an oligarch who can so nonchalantly slip in and out of second story windows before. Andor probably would if his old knees weren’t so weak.

Cerrick heads back to the ballroom and plasters on a smile for Queen Brenda’s sake, but the golden Duchess of Burfell remains on his mind the rest of the night.
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FINALLY, HE GETS TO the last name on the list. Erline Asger.

That name has puzzled him since the first day he looked at the list. Erline Asger, author of the Asger Archives, who was likely put on that list as nothing more than a loose end to be tied up. Except nothing Orv has said or done has been accidental. Every bit of it has been deliberate, all precious hints and clues for Cerrick to find. Cerrick would be idiotic to assume that Erline Asger’s name on the list is an exception.

Cerrick sighs, thinking of Edlyn’s impending arrival, and looks up Ms. Asger’s address in his books of records. Then, he emerges from his office, where he’s been holed up all day trying to determine the best approach to questioning Erline. He doesn’t like going in blind, having no edge.

With Erline Asger, he sees no other way. All that her records say is that she used to live and work in Kryos before moving to Aeton to write Alfred’s biography in record speed, breaking more records with its rapid sales. The book was inducted into Thornby Hall. The theft happened only a few months later.

Cerrick opens his door, cloak in hand. With his hand on the balcony door, he pauses, belatedly noticing the white rose tucked into its usual pot on his balcony. Has his head really been buried in the books long enough for him to miss Edlyn putting it there? Either his reflexes are failing, or hers have gotten better.

Sight of it gives him pause. It’s not the right time, she’s two days early. He thought he had more time to figure this out.

Cerrick’s eyes dart from the rose to the address scribbled on parchment in his hand. With a sigh, he tucks the slip of paper into his pocket for later. It’s already the middle of the night. He can’t afford to wait any longer if he wants to see what brought Edlyn so urgently to Holbeck. Njord isn’t in bed yet. He’s not even in their suite yet. Hopefully he’ll stumble into bed too tired to think.

He’s been training vigorously this week. Spring is still over a month away, but Njord and his soldiers are already preparing to edge out into springtime greenery for their patrol rounds. It’s a shame Cerrick won’t get to see Aeton at its finest, when the flowers match the colorful houses.

It’s a pain to climb out the window with his cloak, and he still manages to get it snagged on the pipes, but it’s far too cold to go without it. Hopefully this will be the second to last time he has to meet Edlyn. The days of sunshine are increasingly fewer and far between, and snow falls from the sky nearly every night. It’s the true heart of winter.

His last visit with Edlyn would mean the end of his investigation. It would mean he’d be leaving Njord and going back to Kryos permanently, to forget this ever happened after giving his report to Andor.

He told himself he wouldn’t leave Njord, but what would that mean? If he stayed, Cerrick would be leaving behind his entire life. He’d be a prisoner to his secrets and his guilt, and Edlyn would have to leave the Sun and move here in order to keep seeing him. Cerrick couldn’t risk going back to Kryos after betraying Andor in such a way.

He’d never ask her to do that. She has her family to support, her debt still to pay. Cerrick is tied to Bertie just the same—Bertie has made clear what would happen if Cerrick attempted to skirt his debts. In the past, at Bertie’s orders themselves, Cerrick had to deal with people who tried to run from their debts. He knows it doesn’t work like that.

He takes a long, slow breath to talk himself down from the idea of leaving Njord forever. He can’t lie to himself, yet he can’t find a way out of this.

Andor is a cruel master.

When Cerrick has one foot out the window, still awkwardly climbing onto the balcony, Njord’s low voice makes him startle.

“Cerrick. I think it might be best if we ended our marriage.”

Cerrick’s stomach drops. He quickly climbs back into the room, wondering how Njord snuck in so silently. “What? What do you mean? Why?” His voice comes out in a blind panic, his heart hammering. Njord shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on him like that.

Njord’s expression is nothing but raw misery, eyes shining on the edge of tears. “Those roses, they are a signal. A marker. But only on certain days. You slip out of bed at midnight. I am a light sleeper, Cerrick. I hear. I know. You have a lover somewhere else.”

Cerrick opens his mouth, but no reasonable excuse comes out.

“For that matter,” Njord continues, “It is not what you’ve done. I cannot blame you for having someone else who you want more—for though I am a prince, I’m not a Saint. I can’t give you everything.

“It’s what you haven’t done. I can sense your disinterest, your discomfort, your tolerance, from rooms away. I do not want to be married to a man who only tolerates my presence. I want him to love and cherish and crave my presence. I do not want him to run off on assignations with another. Others might tolerate such behavior, especially in a diplomatic marriage, but like I told you the first day we met, I always wanted to marry for love. It is...plain that you do not love me.” He stares at the ground. “So, I would beg for a divorce as soon as possible.”

Cerrick’s mouth is hanging open. He can fix this with but a few words, but actually getting those words out of his throat and into the naked air feels nigh impossible.

Njord adds, “Or—or perhaps it’d be more expedient to stay married”—Cerrick’s hopes rise like a wave—“but be friends.” They sink again.

Take the out, he thinks. He’s offering you a perfect out. Take it. He could fix it with a few words, but he could also solve the problem that’s been plaguing him since he first realized he was falling in love. He could admit to having a lover, bear the heartbreak on Njord’s face, but he’d be free. He’d get to go home without suspicion. A clean break.

He opens his mouth to accept Njord’s excuse. Cerrick tries. By the Saints, he tries. He can’t.

“Say something, please,” Njord says, voice wavering, clearly on the verge of tears. Cerrick’s heart shatters and splits into dozens of pieces on the ground.

The words dry up in his mouth, but his feet take him across the room into Njord’s arms, which open for him seemingly out of instinct.

Njord has instincts about him. How could anyone not love someone like that? Cerrick’s heart lurches as he closes his eyes and pillows his cheek against Njord’s endless chest.

“I swear to you on the honor of our marriage, the blessing of your mother who married us, and my own dignity, that I am not unfaithful. I know you would not believe me if I told you I was just going for midnight walks, but I can’t tell you where I am walking to, either. I know it is an unreasonable request, a request of which I am not deserving, but I beg you to trust me.”

Njord swallows. “Cerrick, what—”

Cerrick draws Njord down into a kiss by a grip on his shoulders. It’s long and slow. Gradually, the pieces of Cerrick’s heart pick themselves up and fit back together. Njord’s warm hands—how is he so damned warm all the time, it seems impossible—breathe calm back into his skin.

Njord is calming and safe like home’s soft bed, but as exhilarating as running free. Cerrick never knows what he’s getting himself into with Njord. Njord is spontaneous. Trying to plan for him is futile.

“Njord,” Cerrick murmurs, “you break my heart.”

“How so?”

“Because you think I tolerate you, and only tolerate you.” The words are out before he can stop them, harsher than he wants to be.

Njord smiles. “Finally, I draw some passion from you.”

“You have drawn passion from me.”

Njord laughs. “And wit, too. Emotion, I suppose, would be the proper word. You know how language evades me when we are like this. Everything you say to me feels prepared, rehearsed. Calculated. Even when we’re—involved, you only show me your true self when your guard is down. I am very deeply in love with you, and want all of you, if you’re willing to give it to me.”

Cerrick swallows. The worst part about this is that Njord is right, and as much as he aches to, there is nothing Cerrick can do to change that. Njord hasn’t even seen his true self yet. He thinks he has, but what he has seen in passion and moments of vulnerability is only the love in Cerrick’s heart. Never the monster, never the spy, never the liar.

Still, he lies.

“I will give you this, Njord. I will give you my love—because it very much exists, and frankly I can’t imagine being without it. Or you.” He presses closer and closes his eyes. Just to be clear, he says, “I love you.” He says it in Aeton. “I don’t want a divorce.”

Njord sigh-laughs in relief. “Nor do I, m’jorn. T’ollis. Mo’amar.”

Cerrick’s heart fills and bursts a thousand times over. He hugs Njord tighter, warm, so warm, wearing the cloak Njord gave him on that first anxious day. He wishes he never had to leave. He would give all that he’s worked for, the entirety of that list, just to be able to stay with him a little longer. But the rose still sits on the potted plant on the balcony, and the hour grows late.

“I can feel your reluctance,” Njord murmurs. “Your hesitation. I know this is not what you expected or wanted in an arranged marriage. I told you the first day we met, I can be an ass. I thought I would only marry for love. But the heart does not follow such strict rules, my love.”

His rumbling voice has never been so appealing as it is now. “The mind does. The heart wanders and splits off in every worst way, but it is your own heart. It is the only heart you will have, and unfortunately, you’re stuck with it.”

“I have to—” Cerrick gestures, flushing, to the rose. Njord lets him go, though Cerrick can feel the reluctance in every ounce of his being. Cerrick gathers the courage to say what he’s thinking. “I would love nothing more than to be held close in your arms right now, but duty calls.”

Njord briefly raises an eyebrow in acknowledgement and nods. “I will be here waiting when you return,” he says with a smile. “I’ll keep the fire on for you. Perhaps you can tell me more stories.”

To cover the lies.

Cerrick gathers the rest of his courage and kisses him again, more unwilling than ever to part from him. He doesn’t deserve Njord’s complete acceptance. Anyone else would’ve locked him in and subjected him to a thorough questioning, and even then no one in their right mind would trust him again. Certainly no self-respecting lover would look at him with the same glowing love as always. Njord exceeds all others. He always has.

Cerrick remembers the papers he intended to bring and steps into his room to claim them. He gathers up every single bit of paper he’s ever put toward the theft of the Asger Archives. When he comes out again, tentatively holding the precious files to his chest, Njord is still smiling.

Cerrick slips out the window.

“Where the hell have you been?” Edlyn hisses the moment Cerrick enters the embassy office. “I’ve been waiting for two hours.”

“Sorry, sorry,” he says, sitting in his usual chair. Ignoring his questions about why she’s here so early, he says instead, “Erline Asger—”

“Edda Saints damned Holman just got ousted from the council of oligarchs,” Edlyn interrupts, “while you were off fooling around with your husband.”

“What?”

“Here’s the paper if you don’t believe me. They just printed it this morning, it happened in the middle of last night. The whole thing was chaos.” Edlyn hands it over and crosses her arms. “Andor wouldn’t let me in his office for an explanation, and none of the other oligarchs were anywhere to be seen. Andor’s guards said he was out.”

Cerrick takes the paper after a few silent seconds. The picture to the side of the text is a sketch of Edda being dragged out of the palace in the dead of night. Her light hair hangs around her face, her wrists held roughly by the palace guards, the very guards that have protected her for so many years. Still, she holds her head high with dignity, a little smile on her face. Acceptance? Guilt?

Things are about to change.

Had she known this was going to happen?

Ten years Edda has been an oligarch. She’s always been the kindest of the bunch, warm and kind to Cerrick like the loving mother he never had. She was among the first to welcome him when he joined the Sun.

“What’s the reasoning?” he asks, unable to tear his eyes from the picture long enough to read the article. He skims the headline out of the corner of his eye. Edda Holman, decade long member of the council of oligarchs, ousted by a midnight vote.

Edlyn reads the next line. “Ousted due to her discovered Ressegalian grandmother, under a section of the Thorpe Code that states that anyone with Ressegalian blood may not serve in the higher Kryc government, with the exception of an ambassador...”

“How did—what?” He sits with his head in his hands. A thick wave of panic grips his chest, and only Edlyn’s hand on shoulder can clear it away. “It can’t be a coincidence that we just discovered that tidbit about Ressegal, about Alfred, and now Edda is getting ousted for it.”

“I would be inclined to agree, but we have no proof.”

Cerrick stammers, “Edda wasn’t stupid. She had to have known about this part of the Thorpe Code and chose to run anyway. Could we hope that she didn’t know about her Reseegalian roots?”

“I doubt it.”

Cerrick sighs. “Damn. We lost a good one. We’ll have to...have a toast to her when we have the time.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Okay, so about this list of names I was investigating—” He puts Edda away for a moment and reveals the truth of Alfred’s scheme to Edlyn. His plan was quite simple, and he got away with it for a remarkable amount of time.

Steal Orv away from Eir to use as a low profile spy, order him to find and contact the former employees of all the oligarchs except Andor, and through them, find out the dirty secrets of the oligarchs. Presumably, so that Alfred could present the idea to Andor of blackmailing them into voting each other out. Once he had what he needed from Orv, the assassin took care of the loose end.

Unanimous votes are required to oust an oligarch. People like Eir and Solveig; vocal opponents of Andor, weren’t going to do it on his order alone. His power is not absolute. It does not extend to everyone through just his voice. He cannot fight the legal claims that other oligarchs would make against him. He can’t fight their beloved Thorpe Code.

The second half of the names on Orv’s list are the people who were going to replace the ousted oligarchs. Andor loyalists. The council would be his in entirety. Cerrick has wondered more than once if Alfred planned to suggest that Andor replace Gustav and Skad. It’d be unwise to piss off two people so loyal and so dangerous. Perhaps Orv took the liberty of gathering dirt on the two of them.

Why are there only three names on that list of replacements? And what about that pact Skad and Gustav may or may not have made? Cerrick suspects he doesn’t have all the answers yet, despite all his work.

“There were no employees on this list who worked for either Brandr or Edda. I wondered why until now.” Cerrick smacks his forehead. “Alfred must’ve found out long ago that Edda had Ressegalian blood and told Andor. No doubt Alfred’s familiar with that law and has been running from it his whole career.”

Poor Edda. While her colleagues commit crimes like theft, threatening murder, and even the questionable morality of inheriting the crooked family business, her only crime is her bloodline.

What is Brandr’s crime? Cerrick has found absolutely nothing on him so far.

“Wow,” is all Edlyn can say, sitting with her feet tucked underneath her, chin resting on her knees. “This is huge, Cerrick. Are you sure it’s all true?”

He casts her a withering look, which she returns easily. Patiently, she adds, “We were criminals. Now we’re spies who work with journalists. A wrong fact can get somebody killed. In this case, that’s a possibility we can’t take too lightly.”

“Of course it’s all true,” he snaps. “You don’t think I don’t check? I know you don’t run back to Andor with every little thing I tell you. We always wait until we’re done. Now we are, and we can take my findings to him.” The thought of that is still daunting.

She steps closer with light footsteps, as if she’s afraid of scaring him off. Like he would ever run from her. “We trust each other. Unequivocally. Has that changed?” Her dark eyes search his, her hand running up his arm. Her fingers are warm.

“No,” he says, heartbroken. He squeezes her hand. “It never has, and it never will.”

Edlyn nods, drawing a deep breath. “Good. We have to leave. Right now.”

Cerrick’s brow furrows. His first thought is of Njord. “But—”

“No buts. No argument. What we’ve discovered about Alfred can’t wait. Any other night, I would’ve agreed to at least let you say your goodbyes, but now that Edda has been ousted, I don’t think we can afford to wait. We need to take this to Andor. Now, Cerrick.”

She yanks open the door and peers into the hallway before stalking out. “I’m dragging you with me to Rinnfell whether you want it or not.”

“What about Erline Asger? She was the last name on the list that I haven’t investigated yet. She’s there for a reason. I can’t just leave her behind. She’s bound to be a well of information just like the others were. It’s one errand, Edlyn, and I’m not leaving without it. Can you come with me to her house?”

She stares. “What? No. You know I can’t. I have my orders, this is your investigation. I’m just a messenger.”

“You’ve never been just a messenger to me,” he says, touching her wrist. “I understand the need for secrecy even if I’ve never understood Andor’s reasoning in keeping you so far from me. But if anything, you’re more discreet than I. Please, come with me this one night. I need you.”

“You don’t,” she says weakly. A twinge of fear enters her voice, unmistakable. “You’ve been managing this thing fine on your own. Have I told you I’m proud of you for not running away? I know you’ve wanted to.”

“Thank you, but please, don’t divert the subject. You won’t distract me from this.” Cerrick lays his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to make eye contact. “We’ll be done here and you’ll be back on the road to Rinnfell in a matter of hours, I promise. No one will even know you lingered. You could just say the snow on the road forced you to go slow.”

Edlyn raises a dubious eyebrow. “Andor doesn’t accept excuses, certainly not ones that common citizens would give.”

“What if I told you that you’re the light of my life?” he pleads, putting it on in his voice. “That I need you with me and I cannot function without you? That—”

She blows out an exasperated breath. “Fine, fine, if only you stop that nonsense. You’ve been hanging around your husband and his poetry too much. Even news like that makes it into Rinnfell.”

“Are you saying I’m not naturally talented with such words? It’s just my aura.”

“Your alluring aura, yes. Exactly why you’ve never had a lover before him.”

He stares at her, openmouthed and betrayed, and presses a hand to his chest to let her know.

She crosses her arms, unimpressed. “I’ll go with you. A matter of hours, you say. I’m going to hold you to that. Let’s get moving.”

“I love you, thank you,” he says with a heavy sigh of relief. His hands find the door handle, ignoring her choked off noise of surprise. He suppresses a grin.

Maybe he is picking up more from Njord than he thought.

Edlyn’s hand slips into his and squeezes as they begin walking down the flights of steps. He squeezes back. For all his joking, he’s more grateful that she’s here than she’ll likely ever know. The nerves in his chest settle as much as they’re able. He’s back with the person who knows him best, the one who has been through hell with him.

She saved him, naïve and innocent, from the cheap thugs that tried to rough him up on the night he was recruited into the Ice. He was recruited because he was allowed to live—the Ice never does anything for free.

In return, he got them both out all those terrible months later—again, not for free. For the inescapable price of the debt they took out from the Ice’s treasury. Trust between them always exists, always has, always will. They will never abandon each other. They don’t need to ask a thing.

There is no one he would rather do this with.

He pulls the hood of his cloak over his head and pushes the door open, bringing them both out into the brutal snowstorm.

“Edlyn.” As they walk, he speaks. He nearly has to shout to be heard over the howling wind. “What are we going to do about this? What can we do about this?”

Her eyes darken and her expression softens a little under her black hood. Cerrick keeps his rage and violent tendencies, everything he associates with the Ice, buried deep inside. That part of his heart is locked away for good. It’s been a year and a half—with the minor exception of that assassin—since he’s taken out the key. He refuses to even acknowledge it exists.

Edlyn, on the other hand, wears her anger on her sleeve. Cerrick and his parents share the blame for the way he fell apart, but the world has never been fair to her. She was never given the choice to make choices. Everything has been decided for her. The only other options were death, homelessness, injury, or starvation.

Cerrick learned in the Ice, from her and others, just how much people do to escape those fates. This apprehension manifests on her face now. She’s too wise to rush headlong into something suicidal.

“What we can,” she says. “Whatever that means.”

It’s a half assed answer, but it’s the best they can do for now and he knows it.

“Okay.” He lets her arm go. “I trust you.”

Not a soul is out in Holbeck, and it’s late enough that the light of every fire has gone dim through the windows. The lampposts casting harsh light over the streets threaten to go out thanks to the weather. The lanterns sway precariously. No one could see a damn thing if they looked outside, but Cerrick is still instinctively careful to stay out of sight.

Holding tight to Edlyn’s hand, he leads her easily through streets that have become familiar to him over time, even with snow falling in his eyes. He dreams of a day where he can take her openly through the streets, where they have the luxury of time. Perhaps the same universe where he can be with Njord without any pain.

He thinks he has the route memorized until they run headfirst into a wall.

“Watch it,” Edlyn yells, rubbing her shoulder.

“Sorry.” He steers them in a new direction, adjusting the calculations in his head, and picks up the pace again.

“Why are we running?”

“You’re the one who wanted to do this quickly,” he yells over the wind, squinting through the snow.

At last, Erline Asger’s house comes into view. It’s quite like the one where his Skad informant lived—small, dark, hidden among a line of others. From what he can tell, the outside is painted dark green, the door a stark white. The overhang is a blessing sent straight from a Saint, sheltering them from the worst of the weather.

Cerrick bangs on the door and waits a long minute, still clinging to Edlyn. Nothing happens. No one comes.

He bangs again, slumping heavily against the wall beside the door, and waits. A few minutes later, the door finally opens with a creak. It’s dark inside. Though he’s obviously woken the occupant from their sleep, Cerrick can’t see them. They quickly shut the door to only a crack in order to keep out the storm.

“Erline Asger?” Cerrick yells, pulling his hood tighter around his head.

A face pokes out of the darkness, a brown skinned woman with short dark hair and squinting, tired eyes. “Yes?”

“I’m investigating the theft of the Asger Archives—”

The door almost slams shut in his face, but he grabs it before it can close. It nearly crushes his fingers, and he winces, but holds it open still.

“I’m investigating Alfred Dalton’s dubious activity,” he says instead, breathing easier when the tension in the air dissipates. If Njord were here, he could calm the very storm with his gentle and soothing words. “I’d like a word.”

The door slowly opens again, and Arlene lets him in, if for no other reason than to take pity on him and Edlyn in the cold. She slams the door shut on the storm and leaves the howling wind to worm its way in through the windows.

Her house doesn’t hit with a rush of warmth, but anything is better than being out there in the wind. Cerrick stands in the doorway rubbing his hands together. Edlyn wipes her wet nose off on the collar of her cloak.

The hiss of a match flaring to life precedes the glow of a lantern in the dark house. Kryc houses need crystals to light them up at all times, but Aeton houses aren’t built for such extreme darkness. Erline Asger goes around lighting lanterns and candles until there’s enough light to see by. “Tea? Coffee?” she asks between yawns.

“Coffee, thank you,” Cerrick says, and Edlyn echoes. He fumbles in the darkness for a chair, feeling his way to an easy chair in the corner of the room, Edlyn on the one beside him. 

Erline brings them their drinks a few minutes later. Cerrick deems himself sufficiently warmed up, enough to shuck his gloves and wrap his hands around the cup. Absurdly, the simple gesture reminds him of holding his coffee mug while Njord rowed them to the center of the lake and told him he loved him for the first time.

He quickly brings his mind back to the present, knowing Edlyn will be able to see the distraction on his face, even in the dark.

“What are your names?” Erline asks, sitting down with her own cup of coffee.

Cerrick opens his mouth, unsure how he’s going to answer that, but Edlyn cuts in and says, “Edlyn Chao.”

Erline smiles. It’s a kind sight, a gentle one. “You work at the Order of the Sun.”

Cerrick almost spills his coffee.

Edlyn’s skin of dark gold has paled in the dim candlelight. Her hand flies up to her cloak faster than he can blink, the silver of her knives glinting. She pulls one free of its tie. Her hand shakes, seconds away from using the damn thing. “How the hell do you know that?”

Erline’s eyes widen, but she answers in a steady voice. “I used to work in the Order of the Sun. You know how information gets passed around. Andor Estensen tried to keep us from knowing each other’s identities, and I worked there long before you, but I still have my connections.”

Hysterical laughter climbs up Cerrick’s throat.

In all of his research, all of the poring over the Archives he did, all of the notes he took and the records he studied, not once did he hear anything about Erline Asger working in the government. For the Order of the Sun, no less. Perhaps he was an idiot who skipped over some obscure bit of information somewhere. There’s no way to know now.

All the newspapers in Kryos and Aeton paint a picture of Erline Asger as another regular citizen, a humble woman who doesn’t know why her writing is so worth stealing. Now that she’s sitting in front of him, smiling knowingly, Cerrick can only guess at her motives. He can only guess how much of her entire persona has been an act.

Edlyn bravely gave Erline her name, but Erline is staring at Cerrick. “I have been waiting for you to come along. Pull down your hood, please. That is my price for your questions. I’ll answer anything you like, if you only allow me to see your face.”

Cerrick sucks in a breath and peels it back, fighting every instinct to keep it up. Without it he feels uncomfortably bare, not just because of the cold breeze that tickles the hair on the nape of his neck.

“Cerrick Montef,” Erline breathes. “The stories I’ve heard about you.”

“From my time in the Sun?”

“No. Well—yes, of course, but I was referring to your presence here. No one knows who you are in Kryos, just a minor nobleman’s son. But here, in the public eye, you’re famous. People would worship you as a god if they could get away with it. All because of your devoted husband. The praise of his family who gush over you.” She smiles. “You know, I wish I had someone like that. You’re lucky.”

If Cerrick hears those damn words one more time he’s going to scream. By the Saints, he wishes he could be alone with Njord right now. Perhaps then he’d feel as lucky as he supposedly is.

He plasters on a smile and says, “What drove you to write the Archives?”

Erline laughs. “That’s what you ask me? A disguised poke into my mind like the Herald reporters keep trying? You can do better than that.”

He thinks about who he’s speaking to, the legend who has disguised herself from every living soul. “I discovered that part about Alfred’s mother being Ressegalian. In the first sentence of your work.”

“Better.” She leans back and sips her coffee, ignoring the whistle of the wind outside. The very house seems to rattle on its foundation. Edlyn glances around uneasily.

“He probably thought he could get away with it,” Cerrick continues. “Or Andor turned a blind eye. The public wasn’t going to know such an obscure rule, and the public’s opinion is what matters most. They can make or unmake kingdoms, oligarchies, empires.”

“True. I wish to the Saints we knew how he and Andor met, what their connection is.”

Cerrick smiles, seeing the Sun in her every movement, the very tone of her voice.

“Let me put you out of your misery.” She leans forward. “The Archives were a guide. They were never meant to be a real biography. They were a map for the person at the Sun I knew they would send to follow up after the robbery.”

Chills flow down Cerrick’s spine. “You knew the robbery was going to happen?”

She smiles. “I hired those robbers. I bribed the director of Thornby Hall into letting my book make its shelves in the first place.”

Cerrick smiles back, nodding in concession. Beside him, Edlyn’s breath hitches almost imperceptibly.

“You planned everything,” he accuses. “Leave those clues about Alfred in the Archives and watch them get stolen. You knew the Sun would be sent out to investigate the theft of someplace sensitive like the Thornby, especially about a Kryc government official.” Cerrick regards this inconspicuous little woman who’s smiling and holding a coffee mug with her robe wrapped around her. She’s smarter than Bertie, than most people he’s ever known. “But why?”

“I know why. You knew about Alfred’s corruption,” Edlyn cuts in. “But you had no proof. You needed someone else to find it for you.”

Erline bows her head. “I was primarily a desk worker, although I did go on a mission to the Oslands once with my partner. She was—” She swallows, looks down at her nails. “She didn’t make it out with me.”

“I’m sorry,” Cerrick murmurs. “Saints rest her soul.”

“Thank you. My point is that during my years of desk work, I was in an opportune place to overhear things. Sensitive things. I overheard other palace staff talking about what they saw and experienced working for the other oligarchs. The abuse they witnessed, how scared they were. There was a pair of fetchgirls once who suffered the worst of Gustav’s abuse.” She shakes her head. “I watched Alfred walk out with his hand on Orv Stinar’s shoulder that fateful day. There was a smug look on his face. It took everything in me to remain at my desk, not get up and punch it off the bastard’s face.”

“You knew Orv?”

Erline nods. “I knew of him, but we never met. I didn’t want to put either of our lives in danger by fraternizing. I could only guess at the magnitude of Alfred’s crimes, and the other oligarchs’,” she continues, “but I understood the gist. I knew that he planned to gather enough dirt on them to have them voted out legitimately, then replace them with Andor’s loyalists.

“Those bastards Skad and Gustav will probably be safe, though they’ll be kissing his ass and infighting until the day he dies. It’s a fruitless endeavor, but they’re better as lapdogs than competent oligarchs. Now, what have you learned about Alfred’s crimes?”

Cerrick reveals what he knows about the oligarchs’ crimes, the number of informants willing to go on the books, the case he could build against the entire foundation of Kryos. The case he’s still unsure he wants to build.

“Have you heard the news?” Edlyn asks when he pauses for breath. “Edda was ousted last night for her Ressegalian blood. The papers will arrive in Holbeck in the morning.”

Cerrick can only guess the clamor that will hit the Aeton court when that news arrives. Kryos and its six rebellions bring cause for fear and uncertainty in other nations. Whenever change happens, all eyes point to Rinnfell like hawks.

Erline shakes her head. “Bless her. What will become of Kryos if Alfred succeeds in his quest?”

Cerrick has been wondering that himself.

“You came here to avoid persecution?” he prompts, minding the time. Njord said he’d leave the fire on for him. Cerrick hopes he isn’t still up and waiting for him.

She bows her head. “No one ever caught onto what I was doing, but I didn’t want to take the risk. I moved as soon as I published the Archives. I worked for the Sun under a different name, Carmine Glasgov. I staged the entire robbery to get someone from the Sun to come out here. Someone who had the power and resources to do what I couldn’t and address this problem. I knew it would only be a matter of time.

“I resigned and moved here to celebrate the release of my book. Sitting here now, I don’t particularly care if the entire might of Kryos comes crashing down on me. I just want the truth unveiled and Alfred put in jail.”

Cerrick murmurs the sad truth. “For that to happen, Solveig and Eir would be imprisoned along with Skad and Gustav. Kryos would be down to just two oligarchs, and only one who opposes Andor. We can’t win, either way.” Brandr’s loyalties have always been a hot topic of discussion, but he’s confided in Cerrick and some small newspapers that he opposes Andor.

Erline smiles sadly. “The people cannot keep living in ignorance.”

“I agree,” Cerrick says quietly.

Edlyn stands. “We’re going to take all of this back to Andor. Would you like to come with us? You’d be a wonderful asset to have. Andor never forgets a face.”

“Thank you, but no,” Erline says. “For years, I’ve feared for my life in that place. I have no desire to risk it any longer, now that my work is done. Let Kryos continue to think that you learned these things on your own, without the aid of the Asger Archives. I will continue living out my happy, small little life here.” She smiles. “You know, people keep lambs and chicken here in the summer. The grass blooms, and color explodes everywhere you turn. It’s nothing at all like Rinnfell. It’s beautiful. Why would I give that up? I love my home, but not that much.”

Cerrick huffs a laugh. “Thank you for having us into your home,” he says, shaking her hand. “Thank you for—for everything.”

“No, thank you.” Erline’s eyes shine. “Like I said, I was just waiting for someone like you to come along. Your work has been invaluable to me. Everything I’ve risked, every choice I’ve made in the name of the Sun, in the name of truth...your work made it all worth it. Thank you.”

Cerrick clasps her forearm, as the Sun members do. “I will carry on your legacy,” he says roughly, “even if you will not be there in person to see it.”

“I know you will.”

Edlyn conveys the same sentiment, murmuring gratitude to a Sun sister. Erline sends them back out into the elements with her blessing, and Cerrick watches all the candlelight disappear from the icy windows. Only then does he turn to Edlyn.

He opens his mouth to tell her why he cannot go with her, to tell her about Njord. But the words come up short when he reaches for them. How would he even—go about that? What would he say? I just told him I love him for the first time. He said he’d wait for me. I do not want to keep him waiting.

“My horse is not far. If you like,” she says, “I can go without you. We can end it right here.”

The words hurt like a knife. Go without him. Cerrick thinks about it for a moment. What would it be like to stay here in Holbeck, live a happy life with Njord while she upends the entire Kryc oligarchy and probably triggers another rebellion? Using his work, no less? Everything he’s worked so damn hard to uncover?

“No,” he whispers. It kills him, it fucking kills him, but he’ll go with her. Not just to see a satisfying end to all these hard months of work, but because he could never do this. He’s not meant for the life of frivolities and jewels. He’s known it all along. He loves Njord and his family enough to endure it, but there’s a reason he fit so well in the Ice, the Sun.

If he was going stir crazy all those months ago in his Sun office, there’s no way he could stay in Holbeck for long without going out of his mind. Njord might be happy with just his training and his hunts and the feasts to occupy him, but Cerrick has only survived this long because of the investigation.

A familiar hollowness consumes his chest, an emptiness that only comes when he finishes an investigation. The ache of longing for Njord has only just started.

It was never designed to last.

Why couldn’t he commit? Either he could love Njord all the way, in all that entailed—stay with him, leave the old life behind, and pray that Bertie was in a forgiving mood. Or the opposite. Pretend that the emotionlessness wasn’t just a façade, bear the disappointed frowns and pleading gazes while fighting through the fire in Cerrick’s own heart. He could’ve accepted Njord’s offer of divorce and been done with it, just like that.

Either option would’ve been easier than what Cerrick chose tonight: half and half, hurting himself and Njord more than Cerrick thought possible.

Tears sting his eyes, and he squeezes his own wrist, feeling the shape of his wedding bracelet over his sleeve. “I’m coming with you.”

Edlyn smiles with shining wet eyes. She clasps his forearm. “Thank you, brother. And...I’m sorry.”

Cerrick nods. “I’m sorry, too.”
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The walk to the tree where the horse is tied is silent, tense. It’s almost daylight, yet the snow is still coming down thick, making it almost impossible to see.

Cerrick is resisting every urge to look back. He wasn’t ever naïve—he knew his time here was limited, and he treasured it accordingly. But until now, leaving has never been a reality he’s had to face.

Goodbye, Holbeck, he thinks as tears sting his cheeks beneath the hood of his cloak. I’ll be back for you.

For it and so much else. He’s left far too many loose ends in this city, and the thought of all those people keeping his most dangerous secret makes him prickle. Still. He knows that for those informants to trust him, it had to be done. As for the assassin, he’s sure they’ll cross paths again. For now, he can pretend that they won’t and pray for their secrecy. And Bertie. Saints, who knows what’s going to happen with him. Edlyn’s ex Carr working in the Sun—

No use dwelling on things he can’t do anything about.

Edlyn and Cerrick mount the horse with nothing but grim silence filling the air. After all the time he’s spent riding in cozy carriages, he’s reminded of how unpleasant a horseback ride can be. Bumpy and cold. He’ll be sore tomorrow.

We’re right. I’ve done all of this legitimately. It’s Alfred who’s in the wrong, not us. This is illegal, and Kryos will see justice.

This and a thousand other thoughts cross Cerrick’s mind as they ride. They’ve been here before, this terrible period between finding what they need and delivering it. They waste no time before thundering off into the night. They’ll ride hard until they reach Rinnfell.

Cerrick slumps against Edlyn’s back, exhausted to his bones. He’s not sure how anyone can fall asleep on a horse like this, except perhaps Njord. Oh, Njord. Cerrick’s chest aches again at the reminder of him.

Edlyn’s back is warm, her cloak soft against his cheek. Pulling his cloak hood low over his face blocks out the light of streetlamps that light the way for midnight messengers like them.

Despite his sleepiness, the only thing that calms Cerrick is thinking about the case. Alfred’s intent can’t be mistaken, even if Andor claims he didn’t know about any of it. The careful way that Alfred recruited Orv into gathering that list of people is evident. Alfred would be guilty to even the most incompetent of juries.

Some indeterminate amount of time later, the howling wind finally eases up. The snow stops beating against Cerrick’s back so harshly, and the horse slows. All good signs. Cerrick lifts the hood of his cloak enough to see out. He doesn’t know when they crossed into Kryos, but they’re in Rinnfell now. It’s been months since he’s been here. He takes everything in, though the gray buildings and snow covered streets look mostly the same.

Edlyn entered through the southwest entrance, a place that Cerrick would prefer to spend as little time in as possible. These streets are dirty and poorly lit, always have been. He remembers the spots along this route where he drew blood and it poured over the stones. The stains are probably still there, in the dark corners where the rain and snow don’t touch.

He remembers the spots where he was the one bleeding. Those aren’t something you easily forget.

He glances down the dark side alley that leads to the Order of the Ice townhouse. It rips a shudder through him.

Being back in Rinnfell after so long is—strange. Rinnfell isn’t his home, but it’s more of a home than somewhere like Steinberg, which was just a city that soaked up his memories and his sleepless nights for two years. He’s thought about home quite a lot more in the last few months than he ever has. It stings even more now that he can’t go back to Holbeck.

Cerrick quickly slips back into the criminal’s mindset, watching his surroundings and planning escape routes in his head, as well as reviewing old ones. A mix of Ice and Sun tactics, the forces that have ruled his life for years now.

Edlyn rides up the hill to the palace. It’s not snowing here, but Cerrick smells rain on the air. The feeble light that Krycs receive in winter won’t come for hours more. For the first time in months, he gets to smell the sea. The absence of howling winter wind that he’s grown used to hearing in Holbeck means he can hear the sea crash against the rocks.

That’s one thing Aeton doesn’t have. Water.

His childhood home was much like this; a mansion with an ocean cliffside out the back window. With a pulse of warmth, he realizes how much he’s missed the palace. Funny how he misses the freezing cold and the deadly water far below. The sea is comforting in some vague way, though he’s never been in its deadly waters and never plans to.

For midnight messengers, there’s always a stablegirl on duty in the palace stables. This one is only half asleep as she takes the reins of their exhausted horse, which is far better than Cerrick expected. They’re all too tired to speak to each other, though Edlyn hands her a silver coin.

Cerrick’s fingers close on the familiar side door handle. Old habits return to him the way soldiers retain their fighting reflexes years after retiring. All the dark mornings coming to work here flash behind his eyes at once.

The blast of warmth that hits him as soon as he steps inside makes him shudder. The office is dark and deserted as expected, and Cerrick avoids the desks and obstacles in the darkness with practiced ease. No one is here, all the lights are out.

The Ice taught Cerrick that the darkness is his friend, anyway. Nothing can touch him there. How long did he spend yearning for it in Holbeck?

They push eastward down the long hallway that runs through the whole top floor of the palace, a space reserved for the Orders. They listen to the first droplets of rain splashing against the windows. They breathe. For now, for a few minutes more, that’s all Cerrick has to do.

The wide room filled with desks, papers, and lamps tapers off into a skinny hallway with only a few doors on either side. Only the overhead lamp at the very end of the hallway is lit, but Cerrick and Edlyn know the layout well enough not to bang into things.

Light streams from underneath the last door on the left. Cerrick swallows the rising nerves in his stomach. Edlyn’s glove brushes his as she walks past him. He’s happy to let her go first.

She knocks on the door. Cerrick can smell nothing in this office but paper, reminiscent of the long weeks he spent in his room going over Orv’s list. These public desks are mostly reserved for the scholarly Order of the Wind. Cerrick and Edlyn’s offices are deeper in the labyrinth of hallways that took Cerrick weeks to memorize.

“Yes?” comes Andor’s voice from inside. Goosebumps rise on Cerrick’s skin at the quiet power in Andor’s voice. He’s noticed it before, but never like this, not when he has all this damnable information about the oligarchs and Alfred Dalton weighing on his mind.

“It’s Edlyn Chao, sir,” Edlyn says. “And Cerrick Montef Hagen.”

A short pause. “Come in.”

Edlyn opens the door, flooding Cerrick’s eyes with light. Andor is sitting behind his desk as he always is when they come in here, both lamps on full burning brightness. Cerrick is hit with the familiar smell of oranges.

Andor is the same, unchanging. His gray hair remains in its characteristic braid, the tail resting over his shoulder. His beard is neatly combed and trimmed in a triangle, tied with ribbons and decorated with beads.

His clear blue eyes are young but wise as ever. His cloak, covered in rings, clinks when he rises half out of his chair to shake their hands.

Edlyn takes a seat without being asked, shutting the door behind them. Cerrick sits beside her, arranging his cloak around and under him. He’s tired and numb and he wishes more than anything he could pull his hood up to block out the light, but he forces himself to stay awake a little longer.

“So,” Andor says, leaning forward and crossing his hands over a piece of parchment, “what did you find?”

Cerrick reaches into his cloak and pulls out the packets and packets of documents he pulled from his desk drawers before leaving. He tosses them on Andor’s desk for him to leaf through, and then begins telling the story of his findings for the third time that night. It’s well worth the dry throat, now that he’s certain all his hard work actually means something. He’ll tell it as many times as he needs to.

He has a solid case. Andor himself would be proud of this work if it weren’t his own pseudo son in question. Cerrick tries not to look at his face, afraid of what he’ll find there. He mostly fiddles with his wedding bracelet while he speaks.

Andor has faced many hardships in his career. He taught Cerrick that hardship was inevitable for someone working in the Sun; so why should Andor be excluded? Still, his reaction to Alfred’s misdoings has been the one thing Cerrick hasn’t been able to predict. A well of nerves rests heavily in Cerrick’s chest.

When he’s finally done telling his tale, watching Andor flip through the documents, the copy of Orv’s letter, Edlyn’s hand slips into his. The reminder of her eternal silent support is very much appreciated, and right now, very much needed.

Andor isn’t saying a word. In fact, he’s taking far too long to respond. Cerrick’s stomach only grows heavier with dread. Finally Andor’s pale blue eyes glance up at him.

“Cerrick, this is wonderful work. I can tell how much pain has gone into this, how much time. Your mission hasn’t been easy, I know.”

Cerrick manages a smile, preening a bit. Leaving Njord was harder than months of arduous work, but this...this perhaps makes it worth it. Andor’s pride helps ease the ache in his chest for now.

“You have my eternal thanks,” Andor says, admiring the documents in his hands like they’re his favorite child. “Now, thanks to Miss Chao, I give you these.” He tosses them a document that was sitting on his desk when they came in.

Cerrick bends over the desk, swallowing back a sigh. More reading? More information? Right now he just wants to go back to their sad, cold apartment, and wallow. Even the sweet warmth of the cloak Njord gave him is tainted now.

Now is not the time for tears, he chastises himself, resisting the urge to wipe his eyes. Or the place. Crying in front of his boss, the most powerful man in Kryos, would be humiliating and awful in a way he very much does not need right now. If he can just get through this, he can leave Edlyn at the door to his room and go sob into his pillow.

At first, tired and distracted as he is, Cerrick’s eyes don’t focus on the words in front of him. When they do, he lurches to his feet, glancing at Andor in horror.

Andor smiles gently.

“What, what is it?” Edlyn is saying, bending over the papers herself, then swearing loudly. She jabs a finger at Andor, eyes going between him and the papers. “You—how did you—”

“Your ex-lover and my new assistant Carr was most helpful.”

Cerrick burns. Edlyn’s swearing again in Kryc and Tailing, backing up away from Andor. She’s taken one of the knives from her cloak and is wielding it at Andor. If she’s that serious, Cerrick thinks, he needs to be too. He removes the dagger in his boot, keeping its hilt clutched tightly in his fist.

“The proof of our—” She chokes on whatever words she was going to say. Cerrick swallows and nods tightly.

Andor knows. Cerrick looks at his eyes, the slight frown on his face, the hint of disappointment.

Andor knows about the Ice.

It’s all of Cerrick’s worst nightmares come to life.

“Fucking bastard,” Edlyn spits. “Fucking Carr.”

Cerrick touches her wrist with his free hand. She jumps, but he grabs it and holds tight. Not your fault. They’ll figure it out.

“Why now?” Edlyn asks of Andor. Cerrick can hear the heartbreak in her voice, the same heartbreak that was present the day they broke out of the Ice together. The same heartbreak she held the day after her breakup with that miserable fool Carr. This is the third time she’s been betrayed. No matter their crimes, she still finds it in her to hold some affection for them. “He must’ve come running to you with this as soon as you accepted him. It’s an insult to the Sun that you even did.”

“I almost didn’t,” Andor says calmly. Cerrick has never seen him angry, but even without anger his power bleeds through. He’s terrifying. “He pushed his way in here much in the same way that you two did. Only the information he provided captured my interest. He was quite loud.”

Cerrick’s cheeks flush again. Carr had the audacity to yell their secret in the hallway where all the Wind workers could hear?

“I truly hate to lose you,” Andor says. “I would’ve chosen my other agents for this job, ones I was less attached to, but I knew I needed your skill. In business, you hire the best man for the job, even if he is your sworn enemy. An old and sensible rule that I had to follow.”

“You speak as if you knew this was going to happen,” Cerrick accuses. “How long have you had Carr’s treachery in your ear?” Edlyn could’ve found out about his employment much later than the actual start date.

Andor tilts his head. “Oh, Cerrick, I thought I taught you to be smarter than that. Bertie must’ve.”

Cerrick swallows.

“I’m not letting you two go because of this,” Andor says, waving aside the papers that began this whole mess. Probably an official statement from Carr about where Cerrick and Edlyn used to work, complete with receipts of their time in the Ice. Saints only know. “This is Kryos. This is what we do. I would’ve been willing to work with you or even protect you so that we could keep this hidden. I need you too much to let something as silly as past employment get in the way of your services to me.”

Cerrick gapes.

Andor adds, “You think I didn’t know about Alfred’s bloodline? What kind of fool do you take me for? Why do you think I sent him away?”

“So that others wouldn’t catch on,” Cerrick says, his voice faint and hardly his own. “But you knew. I thought you were just afraid of the heat it would bring to his name.”

Andor smiles a little.

“Why are you letting us go, then?” Edlyn demands, voice shaking. Her fingers are shaking on the knife, too.

“You think I didn’t know about this?” Andor waves the files that Cerrick brought him. “I dreaded the worst, but I knew that these Asger Archives weren’t innocent. Erline saw and heard too much when she was here. It was only a matter of what she’d do with it, and when.”

“You—you used me,” Cerrick says, stunned. “To dig up your own dirt.”

Andor reaches back and grabs the Pointstaff leaning against the corner. Cerrick hasn’t seen him use it as anything more than a cane, as he does now. He rises on shaky legs to his feet, showing a fleeting moment of weakness. “And you understand,” he says, “that dirt must be swept. It can’t be left out for anyone to see.

“I told Alfred that he could have Gustav’s senior associate oligarch position if he did this. He could become the duke of Slairr. We have already taken care of Edda. I have known about her bloodline since she joined my council. Edda, Brandr, Eir”—he shakes his head—“you know their replacements. You researched them personally.

“With their aid, I will remake Kryos into what I know it could be. I will shape it into its truest, greatest potential. Those four are wonderful individuals, but they stand in the way of progress. My dreams. The dreams I have always had. Loopholes and illegalities are sewn into the fabric of this era. Do you not see how this needed to be done?”

Andor straightens, his eyes clearing. He stands on his own feet and lifts up the Pointstaff with effortless ease, shifting its position from the blue jewel to the silver spear. He points it at them. “Truly, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for me,” Andor says, and Cerrick swears he sees tears brimming in his eyes. “You have both been outstanding and invaluable. The best agents I’ve ever had. You remind me of myself in my youth. Your sheer determination. Your grit. Your thirst for knowledge.”

Cerrick’s hands are shaking, his knife still raised toward Andor. The one man he thought he could trust. The one man he thought he could build a new life around. The one who introduced him to the best lover he could’ve ever asked for. Without this mission, Cerrick would’ve never met Njord. Without this, he wouldn’t have been able to pay Bertie down even a little.

Without this, he’d still be in the dark about Andor fucking Estensen.

Andor moves, and then several things happen at once.

A whistle hits the air like a thunderclap, ringing in Cerrick’s ears. Andor cries out. While he’s trying to figure out where the noise came from, Edlyn grabs his shoulder, her finger bleeding. As if she’s nicked her finger with a knife.

Glass breaks behind them as Edlyn falls backwards, her right arm locked around Cerrick’s middle, holding him to her chest. Before he can get out a word or a scream, he’s falling backwards with freezing wind shrieking in his ears, whipping through his cloak.

“Hold on and trust me,” Edlyn shouts in his ear.

“Not like I have a choice!”

He makes the mistake of turning his head and looking down.

Oh, Saints.
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