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Chapter 1

	Beaming widely, the court physician approached Benoit as he paced up and down the hallway.

	He bowed low. "Her Majesty has given birth to a daughter, Highness."

	A sigh of relief escaped Benoit before he could censor it, although the physician would understand the relief he felt. His wife, Ninon, was a fragile woman. Their second child had been long years in coming and had been a strain on her health.

	He was certain the physician would warn them that there would not be a third child in the royal household. Not that it mattered, they already had their son and heir, Lucien, and now they had the daughter that Ninon had longed for.

	Putting that thought aside for another time, Benoit returned the doctor's smile. "Wonderful, marvellous news. My wife?" He dropped his voice, leaning closer to the physician.

	"Well, your highness--" the doctor nodded "--she is sleeping and the babe is being cared for by the nurse. She will recover, Majesty. But it will take some time. This took much of her strength. It was a difficult birth."

	"Ninon may rest all she needs." Benoit patted the physician's shoulder. "I will return once I have shared the news with King Finlay and Queen Eithne. Now we can betroth our daughter to their son just as they betrothed Princess Evania to our Prince Lucien. I'm not sure a seven-year-old boy will have much interest in a new-born baby, although he does seem happy enough to care for Prince Teige when the children come to visit."

	"Prince Teige is three now?" The doctor frowned as he sought to remember.

	"He is." Benoit nodded. "And apparently prone to the tantrums that come with that age, so Finlay tells me. Evania is protective when at home but here, Teige seeks out Lucien. Eithne says she can scarcely believe Lucien's patience. He's a good boy and will be a fine young man." Benoit puffed out his chest. "Permit me a quick glimpse and I'll return shortly." The doctor bowed low once more as Benoit peered into the bedchamber.

	His wife lay pale-faced but composed, her chest rising and falling strongly and rhythmically. In a chair by the bed, the nurse sat with the swaddled baby in her arms. The child was early and small. He gave a silent prayer that she would thrive.

	"Please inform my wife I will return soon, but only when she wakes. I want her to regain her strength." Benoit strode away, eager to share the news with Finlay and Eithne.

	Although the people in his drawing room were his closest friends and immediate family, Benoit still took a moment to compose himself and hesitated at the doorway.

	Finlay and Eithne sat conversing in quiet tones; the redheaded man and golden-haired woman made a striking couple. He felt truly blessed that his nearest neighbour had proven to be both a good friend and staunch ally.

	Their oldest child, Evania, betrothed at birth to his son Lucien, sat bickering with his nephew, Dashiell. The quiet, serious, auburn-haired boy had been orphaned when Benoit's only sister and husband were killed in a tragic accident. He and the flame-haired girl were the same age and seemed to always be squabbling over one thing or another--and yet there was never a real falling out.

	Then he gazed with affection and pride at his oldest child and heir, Prince Lucien.

	Like himself, Lucien had raven-hued locks which reached Lucien's slim shoulders in a straight, glossy curtain. Even though he was still only a boy, Benoit often saw the ladies of his court sigh as he passed. He would be a handsome man when he became an adult. Yet here and now, he sat in a large chair, feet dangling, with a small, sleeping boy in his arms. Prince Teige slept soundly, thumb in mouth, his golden curls giving him a cherubic appearance.

	As he stepped into the room, everyone turned to him, their expressions a mix of curiosity and concern. He smiled and nodded. "Ninon has given birth to a girl. Mother and daughter are both well." He continued into the room, heading first to his friends.

	"Oh, Benoit, how marvellous." Eithne stood as he approached and pecked a kiss to each of his cheeks.

	"Marvellous, indeed." Finlay grinned and gave Benoit a powerful hug.

	"We had already decided that if Ninon gave me a girl, she would be betrothed to Teige. I now make that a royal pronouncement and will have the paperwork completed as soon as I am able." Benoit turned toward his son and took a few steps, Finlay and Eithne in his wake. "You have a sister, Lucien. She will grow up to marry Teige just as you will marry Evania and our kingdoms will grow and prosper together."

	"Yes, Papa." Lucien nodded.

	"You would like another girl to play with instead of just three boys, wouldn't you Evania?" Eithne smiled at her daughter who, along with Dashiell, had quietened at their approach.

	"Yes, Mamma." Evania gave a quick curtsied bob just as she'd been taught when addressing her parents.

	Benoit nodded and smiled. Obedient and intelligent, Evania would make a good wife for his son.

	"Is Mama well, Papa?" Lucien asked.

	Only an intimate few knew how hard the pregnancy had been of late for his wife, but Benoit had only told his son that his mother was ailing. He'd avoided explaining to his boy what the problem was, believing him too young. However, looking into Lucien's dark eyes, Benoit wondered if he had underestimated his son.

	"She is, my son, but she is resting now. You may see her tomorrow." Benoit smiled at the nod of agreement.

	"If we are no longer needed, may we retire, Papa?" Lucien asked.

	Normally Lucien and Dashiell slept alone, each in their own spacious bedrooms. However, when Evania and Teige stayed, the three boys were permitted to share a room and Evania had one that adjoined theirs. It was a long-standing arrangement the children liked.

	"It's late and Teige should be in bed." Lucien added when Benoit hesitated.

	In truth there was no reason to keep the children up. Plus the adults could relax more if the children were in bed.

	He nodded. "Of course."

	His smile widened as Lucien carefully arose from the chair, mindful of his sleeping bundle. The children bade the adults goodnight, but even as they left the room Evania and Dashiell resumed their bickering.

	"If you two wake Teige then I will sleep in my own room and you will have to care for him." Lucien's threat was in a loud whisper that even the adults heard.

	However, the effect was instantaneous. The bickering ceased, neither of the two younger children wanted to wake the sleeping boy and incur the three-year-old's wrath.

	As the door closed behind the children, Benoit laughed along with his friends. Lucien had the magic touch to calm Teige's tantrums but others struggled.

	Crossing the room, Benoit tugged on the bell rope to summon a servant who appeared within seconds.

	"Two clarets and a sweet sherry." Benoit sat, indicating for his friends to join him. When the drinks arrived he raised his silver cup in a salute. "To Ninon, to my new daughter, to the marriages of our children, and to the health and prosperity of everyone in both our kingdoms."

	The toast was echoed and Benoit swallowed a large mouthful of the vintage wine. He had never been happier.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Prowling around, Lucien wanted to make sure nothing was out of place. His attention briefly diverted to the servant, dressed in his father's best livery, who stood before the double doors and announced the arrival of another two royal guests. His parents immediately went to welcome them.

	Looking around the room, Lucien was proud of the way his parents hid their anxiety. None but their closest friends would know how concerned his parents really were. His sister's christening was being celebrated today and soldiers, their swords jangling as they walked, mingled amongst the nobles from many kingdoms who'd come to offer gifts to the baby.

	No chances were being taken in regards to safety. In addition to the presence of the soldiers, Xarles, the ancient mage that protected the kingdom, and that of King Finlay, had put charms around the palace to make sure only those of the court, and guests with their invitations, could pass.

	"Everything seems normal enough." Dashiell joined him. His cousin looked left and right as he stood at Lucien's shoulder. "Is Xarles himself coming today? I haven't seen him for such a long time."

	"According to father, he's old and frail now, and prefers to remain hidden, developing the skills of his apprentice, Marged. He's preparing her to take his place."

	"Do you really think Caera will attack?' Dashiell's voice dropped to a whisper, as if the mere mention of her name would cause the necromancer to appear. "She did threaten to take her revenge through Isabella when Uncle Benoit and Xarles expelled her from the kingdom."

	Glancing briefly toward Isabella's crib, Lucien smiled and nodded at Evania who stood casually nearby. "Father hopes Xarles can give Isabella some kind of talisman as a gift of protection. He won't only relax until the christening is over.

	At the tug to his tunic Lucien looked down and smiled affectionately at the cherubic blond who looked so serious as he met Lucien's gaze.

	"Evania and Dashiell have a bow and a sword. I don't have anything. I can't help protect you and Isabella." Teige's voice held an edge of petulance, but Lucien's heart melted. Already Teige's face was set in a pout and Lucien stroked his fair hair.

	"You have a better weapon to use." He dropped to his knees and gazed onto puzzled jade eyes.

	"What weapon?" Teige asked, and a frown marred his smooth brow.

	"Your eyes." Lucien rested his head against Teige's and whispered as if no one else were meant to hear. "You're so much smaller than the rest of us. People don't notice you when you stand still and quiet. I want you to watch. If you see anything or anyone that seems wrong or frightens you, then tell me, no matter what you see, Teige. I promise I won't laugh if you make a mistake and I'll make sure Evania and Dashiell know what an important job I've given you."

	"I'll be good." Teige nodded, his voice serious. He wrapped his arms around Lucien and hugged him tightly.

	"I know you will, Teige." Lucien returned the embrace. "Now, I want you to stand there." He pointed to where the young price could see both the huge French windows leading onto a tiny showcase balcony and the ornate doors through which the guests entered.

	"Well done. Disaster averted." Dashiell grinned as Teige hurried away and Lucien stood up.

	"I meant what I said. If he makes a mistake, we don't laugh at him. There may be guards in the room, but as the Crown Prince, I feel it my responsibility to help Father."

	"I owe him, too. He's cared for me since my parents died. He treats us almost equally. I heard him speak to Aunt Ninon. He noticed what we're doing and told her that we are as watchful as the guards he'd set."

	Glancing around, Lucien spotted where his father walked at his mother's side, his hand cupping his wife's elbow. Lucien shook his head, admiring the way his parents seemed to glide effortlessly around the large reception room.

	The evening passed with tiresome slowness. Lucien made sure to circulate like his parents and he felt a pang of guilt as he caught a glimpse of Teige as the child yawned widely, but remained at his post.
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