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Chapter One

IN THE LAST decade since his father was appointed ambassador to the kingdom of Teilo, Faelen had been on the grounds of Tournai’s royal palace three times, if he included today. The relief, happiness, and utter sense of home flooding through him as soon as he stepped off the boat had been shocking in its intensity, but not surprising otherwise. Sometime in the middle of the journey, he’d been hit with the bone-deep certainty that he needed to be back in Tournai. He’d mentioned it to Alexander, who admitted feeling the same—which Faelen was happy to hear from his twin, even if it did make the whole thing stranger.

He tried not to dwell on it, which was made a bit easier because of his discomfort that they were arriving unannounced and uninvited.

Well, not entirely uninvited. Faelen’s cousin Etan was getting married in a couple of weeks, and the entire family had been invited to the wedding, but Faelen couldn’t imagine Philip, the crown prince, and Amory, his husband, expected them to descend on the palace for it. Faelen certainly hadn’t expected them to make the long trip to Tournai, but Mother had other reasons for bringing him, Alexander, and Thibault back home.

He and Alexander would be staying in Jumelle longer than that if they had their way.

They alighted from the hired carriage at the palace, a servant handing Mother down and the rest of them following. If the servant was surprised to see Princess Edine and her three sons (and quite a few trunks), he didn’t show it, even if their arrival would cause a scramble to ready rooms for their party.

Faelen stopped as soon as his feet touched the stones of the courtyard and looked up. The palace towers soared above him, white stone glowing in the afternoon sunlight. Like something out of a tale. He’d always thought so, and no amount of visits could end that fancy.

Alexander leaned into his shoulder, just enough to divert Faelen’s attention. He looked into his twin’s face, nearly identical to his own. Alexander’s eyes were without their usual gleam of mischief. “Come on. No time to daydream.”

“I’m just looking.” Still, he set off walking quickly at Alexander’s side, but not so quickly that they’d catch up to Mother and the others who’d gotten well ahead of them. “I always think I’m exaggerating how beautiful it is in my thoughts, but I’m not.”

“No.” Alexander smiled slightly as he trotted up the stairs to the open doors. “We’ll get to see more of it now. Unless we get shipped off to Grandfather with Thibault.”

Faelen went cold all over. No. He loved Grandfather, but he didn’t want to be stuck so far from Jumelle and the university. He and Alexander had been pursuing their studies at the university in Teilo before Mother insisted they return to Tournai. Thibault would be going to Grandfather to help him with running his modest estate, which would one day be his. Faelen and Alexander had no part in that, and Faelen refused to give up all he’d accomplished so far and all he hoped to because of the move.

Alexander clasped his hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll stay in the city.”

The “somehow” was unspoken. Their parents didn’t keep a house in the city. Before the marriage, Father’s family wouldn’t have been able to afford it. With what Mother brought to it, they could have, but it would’ve been pointless with Father’s diplomatic ambitions. Faelen and Alexander couldn’t afford a house on their own at this point, and Mother had made no mention of providing lodgings in her hasty, yet vehement, instructions that they pack everything. Faelen and Alexander had discussed it in whispers on the boat, wondering whether they could take rooms together in the university quarter. They’d talked before about returning to Tournai on their own, but Mother had surprised them before they’d made any plans.

“Of course, we will,” Faelen responded.

“Faelen, Alexander. Don’t dawdle.” Mother’s voice floated back to them, not loud but still echoing in the enormous entry hall.

Alexander rolled his eyes eloquently, and Faelen forced back a smile and nodded. Nevertheless, they obediently quickened their pace to catch up. Mother sailed through the palace corridors, her heels tapping on the marble floors with authority, as if she wasn’t following behind a servant leading them somewhere.

Which turned out to be a small parlor in the guest wing of the palace. Mother’s lips turned down in a slight frown, but Faelen wasn’t sure what she’d anticipated. No one expected them. It was unrealistic to think rooms would be waiting for them at all times.

“Have the princes been notified of our arrival?” Mother asked the servant.

“Their Highnesses are being notified now, Princess Edine. I’ll bring refreshments for you.” He bowed and left at her dismissal.

“I’ll suppose we’ll have to wait, then. I’d prefer to have been settled in our rooms first, but we’ll have to make do.” Mother seated herself in a velvet-cushioned chair near the fireplace where a small fire crackled. Thibault took a chair near her, but Alexander wandered to the windows. Faelen paused for a moment, indecisive, and then drifted over to where Alexander stood.

The windows looked out over the garden, their position one floor up giving them a decent vantage point. In the falling dusk, lanterns had been lit along the paths closer to the palace, and Faelen caught sight of a couple strolling along one of them, the men holding hands and seemingly in no hurry. He squinted, trying to see who they were in the shadows, but the door opened before he could.

He turned to find not a maid with the expected refreshments but Philip and Amory. Philip was Faelen’s cousin—his father had been Mother’s oldest brother—and he’d come to the throne only about five years ago after the sudden, untimely death of his parents. Faelen and his family had returned to Tournai for the funerals and the coronation, the first time he’d been back since they’d left for Teilo when he was all of ten years old. They returned again when Philip shocked everyone by marrying Amory, a man and a commoner. Faelen liked what little he’d found out of Amory then, and Amory had certainly won over Tournai in the meantime. Faelen was hoping to get to know him better—and Philip too, as the last he’d spent time with Philip he’d been a child and Philip just into his teenage years. He looked forward to meeting their son, Julien, as well.

Philip had the look of Tournai’s royal family—something Faelen and Alexander strayed from slightly—with his dark hair and classically handsome features. He carried himself as the ruler he was, and his hazel eyes were sharp as they took in the room. Amory was a match for him in looks with his dark eyes and shining auburn curls. He seemed to have grown into his role, carrying himself with more confidence than Faelen remembered at their wedding.

“Aunt Edine,” Philip said as he came into the room, and they all bowed or curtsied. “And Thibault, Alexander, and Faelen. What a surprise. We didn’t expect you.”

Mother didn’t move to embrace Philip. She wasn’t the type for demonstrations of affection, especially to the crown prince, even if he was her nephew. “We left Teilo quite suddenly. A boat was about to depart that would get us here in time for Etan’s wedding.”

“Etan will be happy you’re all able to attend.” Philip didn’t mention that no one had dreamed they would. “And, of course, Amory and I would be delighted if you would stay here at the palace while you remain in Jumelle.”

“Thank you, Philip. We’d be honored to accept your hospitality.” She left it unsaid that she’d certainly anticipated the invitation. Faelen doubted there had been a thought otherwise in her mind.

The promised refreshments arrived, and they occupied themselves with food and drink and polite inquiries about their journey and the happenings at court. Nothing serious, nothing about why they’d arrived unannounced. Faelen never would have, but Mother did as she pleased, covering it in a veneer of politeness and manners but running right over anyone who stood in her way. Her children had certainly learned that early.

“How long do you plan to stay in Tournai, Aunt Edine?” Philip asked after a while.

“Only through the wedding.” She waved a hand at Faelen, Alexander, and Thibault. “My sons won’t be accompanying me on return to Teilo, however.”

“Oh?” Amory turned an interested gaze on the three of them. “Have you decided to return permanently or just for an extended visit?”

“Thibault will be going to his grandfather to help him run the estate,” Mother said. Faelen hadn’t been sure whose plan that was—hers, Father’s, Grandfather’s, or all three. He doubted it was Thibault’s; he’d been enjoying himself in Teilo.

“I’m sure the baron will be happy to have you with him,” Philip said. “What are your plans, Faelen, Alexander?”

“We thought we’d stay here in Jumelle,” Alexander said before Mother could come out with whatever plans she’d made for them. Her lips flattened briefly into a thin line, but Alexander paid her no mind. “Faelen and I thought we’d finish our studies at the university here and spend some time at court.”

“I’m sure both can be arranged.” Philip settled more comfortably onto the couch beside Amory, resting a hand on his husband’s leg. “Etan would know who best to speak to at the university. And we’d be happy to have you make your home here with us.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Faelen said.

“Philip, please, Faelen. We’re family.”

“Thank you, Philip,” he repeated obediently. Alexander echoed his words, but he had a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes that Faelen, at least, could read easily.

“I was thinking of sending the twins out to their grandfather as well.” Mother spoke to Philip, but her gaze was on Faelen and Alexander.

“If they’re to continue their studies, they really should be in Jumelle,” Amory said before either Faelen or Alexander could speak. Faelen felt a flush of goodwill toward his cousin by marriage.

“I hate for them to impose upon your hospitality, though.”

Alexander frowned, irritation sparking in his eyes. Faelen couldn’t blame him—Mother’s words made it sound as if they were children in need of minding instead of grown men—but he wouldn’t allow his feelings to show, and he hoped Alexander stayed calm too.

“It’s no imposition.” Philip’s words had a ring of finality to them that had Faelen relaxing minutely. Some of the tension drained from Alexander at his side.

Mother nodded. “Perhaps it’s best they’re here anyway. With someone to keep watch on them.”

Alexander was sitting rigidly straight in an instant. “Mother?”

“I’m not sure you can be entirely trusted with what’s best after keeping such a secret from me for so long.” She gave Faelen and Alexander a hard stare, but Alexander wasn’t backing down even as heat and cold alternately flashed through Faelen. He hated confrontation, never knew what to do with it, and Mother seemed to want to force them into one with Philip present. He needed to think clearly about what her motivation was—what her aim was—but his thoughts skittered around too fast for him to hang on to. He’d have to rely on Alexander.

Why did it matter so much to Mother that they hadn’t told her? They hadn’t told anyone at all.

“Is something amiss?” Amory asked.

“I would really prefer to speak of it with Philip and the twins alone,” Mother said.

Philip’s expression went hard and cold. “Anything you say to me can be said to Amory. There are no secrets between us.”

Mother considered them for a long moment. “Thibault, if you would leave us?”

It was phrased as a question, but Thibault took it as the order it was. He rose and bowed slightly to Philip and Amory. “Thank you again for your hospitality.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll call for someone to show you up.” They waited while Amory did so, and a servant arrived to conduct Thibault to his rooms. No one spoke again until the door had closed behind him.

“Aunt Edine, what’s this about?” Philip asked—more demanded, really. He didn’t seem happy, and Faelen wouldn’t have liked to be in Mother’s place.

“I found out quite suddenly and accidentally that the twins had inherited the family Talent.” She turned her stare on them. “It seems they didn’t intend to tell me.”

Faelen didn’t cringe under her stare—though it was difficult not to, the reaction was so ingrained after a childhood with such a formidable mother—and neither did Alexander. Besides, Mother had been angry with them for weeks; he was beginning to expect her lectures on the subject.

“You’ve inherited our Talent?”

Philip’s voice drew Faelen’s attention to him. “We did, Philip.”

“When?”

“Not long after we began living in Teilo.” Faelen glanced at Alexander briefly. “It came on us at the same time.”

“So long ago? And you chose not to tell your mother?” Philip’s expression was utterly unreadable. Perhaps if Faelen knew his cousin better, he’d be able to guess at his reactions.

Faelen looked at Alexander out of the corner of his eye, sharing a brief wordless exchange to confirm that they were in agreement. “We chose to keep it to ourselves.”

“Entirely,” Alexander said. “We thought it best not to tell anyone.”

“The royal family’s Talent has always been a secret,” Faelen continued. They were taught that one rule practically from birth. No one was to be told of the family’s unique Talent. No one who had it was to reveal their Talent, except perhaps to a spouse. It seemed Philip had told Amory, but Mother had never told Father about its existence. “We didn’t want to risk it potentially getting out.”

“And what if you hadn’t been able to control yourselves? You were children,” Mother snapped, not for the first time. “You should have told me so I could have taught you to control your Talents.”

“You don’t have the Talent yourself, Mother,” Alexander said firmly. “We were told what our Talent would be if we ended up inheriting it. We were told what it would feel like. You couldn’t have taught us any more.”

Mother’s face went tight, but Philip shook his head sharply before she could speak. “They were told,” he said. “We’re all told, and that’s all that could have been done at the time. Like you, my father didn’t have the Talent. You couldn’t have taught them any more than he could me.”

“I could have sent them back immediately so they would have been under the eye of others who have it.” Mother’s voice was low and intense. “Those with the Talent belong in Tournai. They shouldn’t have spent the last near decade away. But they’re back now.”

She said it with finality, as if she were delivering them to prison, as if Philip would keep them in Tournai for the rest of their days no matter what. Perhaps she assumed he would. Perhaps he would.

“No harm was done, Aunt Edine. Our secret is still safe?” Philip addressed the last question to Faelen and Alexander.

Faelen answered, addressing the prince much more than his cousin in that moment. “Yes, it is.”

“Good, that’s all I need to know.” Philip smiled slightly. “We all muddled through learning to use our Talents with nothing more than the stories passed down to us. I wish you’d been here so one of us could have made it easier for you.”

“Thank you,” Faelen murmured, wondering for the first time if they’d done the right thing. But they’d been fine, and it didn’t matter now.

“We can speak more about it now that you’re here.” Philip’s tone seemed to imply that they would be speaking about it. “Especially since you’ll be staying on with us.”

“You must be tired from your journey,” Amory said, perhaps picking up some cue from Philip. “If you’d like to settle in, I can have someone show you to your rooms. You’ve been put in the guest wing. But Faelen, Alexander, since you’ll be staying with us, we should move you to somewhere more permanent before you settle in completely.”

“Thank you, Prince Amory.” Alexander favored Amory with a bright smile.

“It’s Amory.” Amory’s smile was quieter. “Shall we do that today before you get too comfortable? I’ll give the instructions.”

“And you’re all welcome to dine with us tonight,” Philip said. “There are no events for the court this evening, so it will be a quiet family meal. Of course, there’s no obligation if you’d prefer to rest after your journey.”

Mother, who still looked less than pleased beneath her usual polite expression, stood. “I would like to settle in and rest for a while. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“You’re always welcome, Aunt Edine,” Philip said. “All of you.”

“I also have a communication from the ambassador for you.” Mother pulled a sealed packet from the pocket of her skirt. “He apologizes for missing the wedding but asked that I deliver this into your hands.”

“We’ll miss him and the girls, though I’m sure Etan and Tristan will understand,” Philip said as he took the packet and slipped it into his pocket. It was the polite thing to say, and true that Father probably couldn’t take the time away for the long journey. Faelen’s sisters could have, but they’d been enjoying court life in Teilo and could help Father with the social aspect of his duties in Mother’s absence.

They took their leave after Amory instructed one of the servants to show Faelen and Alexander to a different suite and have their things moved. The maid led them away in the opposite direction from Mother.

“Well, that didn’t go badly at all,” Alexander said.

Faelen nodded. “Mother doesn’t seem pleased.”

“She wouldn’t have been pleased unless Philip tossed us in the dungeon. Do you think he has one?”

Faelen pressed his lips together to stifle a laugh and shook his head.

 

PHILIP STOOD IN the dressing room he shared with Amory and stared at the clothes in the wardrobe, somewhat at a loss. Which wasn’t his usual feeling when choosing something to wear at dinner. His day had been quite normal until his aunt and cousins had arrived at the palace out of the blue.

They’d been invited to the wedding, of course, but no one had expected any of them to come so far. Had they written ahead to accept? He couldn’t remember if Etan had mentioned anything. They’d had plenty to occupy them these last few weeks, with Savarin planning and finally performing the spell to strengthen Tournai’s magical protections and those of the royal family who possessed the Talent having to participate—they could’ve used Faelen and Alexander then, though the spell seemed to have gone well. An acceptance to a wedding invitation might have been overlooked.

But it seemed Edine had more than one reason for journeying to Tournai. The wedding might have been the least of them.

“Your aunt sent word that she won’t be joining us for dinner. Thibault either.” Amory walked into the dressing room behind Philip, but he didn’t turn.

“That’s surprising.” Aunt Edine was scrupulously observant of proprieties. He’d expected the quiet meal he’d anticipated having with Amory, Cathal, and Flavian to turn into something more elaborate with his aunt’s presence.

“I thought so too. But it’s only going to be the twins.” Amory’s arms circled Philip’s waist from behind. His chin came to rest on Philip’s shoulder; the feel of his body, warm and comforting, loosened something within Philip instantly.

Philip leaned back into Amory’s embrace, knowing he could lean on Amory in every way. Amory was the only one he could always rely on to see him as more than the prince, while quietly shouldering the burdens with him. Philip let out a long breath and relaxed into his husband, letting the familiar and beloved soothe him.

“What’s troubling you?” Amory asked, his words a whisper of sound against Philip’s ear.

Philip sighed. “Am I so obvious?”

“Only to me. Is it that the twins hid their Talents? Are you worried the secret might have gotten out in Teilo?”

“Not really. If it was going to, I’d have expected it to happen when their Talents first manifested, and we’d have heard something of it.” Had anyone considered it when his uncle had been appointed ambassador? Had anyone discussed the possibility of the children developing the Talent so far from home? Perhaps it didn’t matter. Edine would have had to be just as careful for the possibility in Tournai. No one in or out of Tournai could find out about their Talent. It had always been so, and now, after learning that their Talents tied into the country’s protection spells, it was even more important.

“I do wonder why they didn’t tell their mother.”

“It is curious, but there’s no sense worrying about it now.” Philip shivered slightly when Amory nuzzled into his neck and left a soft kiss there. He hummed in pleasure. How likely were they to be interrupted if he persuaded Amory to continue what he was starting, perhaps in bed? Did they have enough time?

“If it isn’t that, then what?”

Philip tensed slightly, but Amory immediately moved to soothe, snuggling in closer. “While you were meeting with Elleri’s ambassador, we received a message from the army outpost at Marron. There were two more bandit attacks in the area.”

Amory went quiet for a moment. “Bad?”

“Bad enough.” Philip turned in Amory’s embrace and wrapped his arms around him, anchoring them tightly together again.

Amory rested his head on Philip’s shoulder. “I’d foolishly hoped we’d heard the last of them.”

“Me too.”

Over the summer, there had been multiple reports of bandit attacks on the villages along the western border, but they hadn’t had any in a couple of months. Philip had hoped the bandits had moved on now that the armies on both sides of the border were actively searching for them. Of course, they hadn’t ruled out the possibility they weren’t bandits at all, but agents of an enemy of Tournai. The Ardunn Empire was the most likely, as they desperately wanted Tournai as a foothold on this side of the mountains, though they couldn’t rule out an unknown.

“We can delay dinner.”

“There’s nothing to be done now. We need to meet with Loriot tomorrow, though.”

As captain of the royal guard, Loriot had no authority when it came to the border situation, but he’d been keeping a close eye on it since he and Savarin had been attacked out there. Philip doubted Loriot knew he was aware of his actions, though he’d find out tomorrow.

“All right.” Amory lifted up on his toes to kiss Philip. “We’d best change for dinner, then. Why do I get the feeling the twins can get into mischief if left on their own?”

“I’m hoping they’ve grown out of that tendency.”




Chapter Two

MAXEN STEPPED FORWARD to greet Tristan and the man Tristan would shortly marry, Lord Etan, cousin to the crown prince. He’d teased Tristan once about his “royal connections”—as their mother called them—but he couldn’t say at the time he’d expected his older brother to marry into the royal family. Tristan had been friends with Amory, Prince Philip’s husband, since they were children, which had brought him into the highest circles of the court, somewhere the wealthy merchants of Jumelle rarely reached, and into Etan’s path.

Tristan’s road hadn’t been an easy one, and it had taken him and Etan a long while to find happiness together. Maxen was nothing but thrilled that they finally had, even if he did find it all a bit surreal: Tristan, living in the palace, about to marry a royal cousin. And Maxen living in the house that had once belonged to Tristan and his late wife, playing host to Tristan and his soon-to-be husband. Maxen hadn’t expected to leave the family house until he married, if then, but doing so had been the right decision.

“Tristan, Etan, good evening.” He took Etan’s hand and then let Tristan pull him into a brief hug. They’d worked together that morning at the offices of their family’s shipping company, but Tristan acted as if they hadn’t seen each other in days. Maxen was glad to see the return of Tristan’s natural exuberance, though. It had been dulled for far too long. “Come in. Sit down. Dinner will be ready shortly, but would you like a drink first?”

Maxen led them into the front parlor, which he’d redecorated from when Tristan lived there. The first time Tristan saw it, he’d relaxed just slightly. Perhaps it had been better for him not to see memories every time he came in. The room looked completely different, and Maxen preferred it now that it was to his own taste—a little less formal, a lot more comfortable, warm, and cozy.

“A drink would be nice,” Etan said as he took a seat on the couch, Tristan sitting right beside him. Tristan had been hovering much closer to Etan the last few times Maxen had seen them, which was odd, since Tristan wasn’t particularly clingy. “How are you, Maxen?”

“Good.” Maxen swallowed back the honorific that wanted to spill from his lips—that he’d been told he didn’t have to use with Etan—and went to the liquor cabinet to pour them each a drink. “Tristan has been keeping me busy.”

“You asked for a bigger role in the company,” Tristan said.

“I did. I’m not complaining.” The shipping business interested him. But perhaps more importantly, with his help—and with the oldest of their younger brothers getting some experience too while he finishing his schooling—Tristan didn’t have to shoulder everything on his own. “How is my niece? You could have brought her, you know.”

“Bria is wonderful, bigger every day.” Tristan’s face slid into the smile that was reserved for his baby daughter. “And I know we could have, but we’d have had to leave early to put her to bed.”

“You’ll have to visit with her soon, then. I can’t have my favorite niece getting bigger every day and me not witnessing it.” She was his only niece so far, but that didn’t matter one bit. She might always be his favorite. Maxen handed glasses to Tristan and Etan and went back for his own.

“You could come up to the palace to see her,” Tristan said.

“Yes. You’re always welcome,” Etan agreed. It was completely obvious he was sincere as well, but Maxen just wasn’t sure he’d ever feel comfortable showing up at the gates to the royal palace and expecting to be admitted.

“Thank you.”

Tristan gave him a narrow-eyed stare, but Maxen only looked serenely back at him until he shook his head.

Maxen allowed himself to be satisfied. “How are the wedding preparations coming?”

“Everything is mostly settled now.” Tristan’s voice held a strained quality that hinted at the difficulties of trying to get those plans settled. Neither Tristan nor Etan had wanted the wedding to be bigger or more elaborate than it absolutely had to be, but both of their mothers had other ideas. There’d been a delicate bit of balancing and negotiating—and some line drawing from Etan and Tristan finally—because of the fraught relationships there, especially between Tristan and Mother. Maxen didn’t blame him for it. He was surprised Tristan had allowed her anywhere near the wedding plans, or the wedding for that matter. Tristan shot a look at Etan. “There are always surprises, though.”

Etan chuckled. “My aunt unexpectedly arrived from Teilo this afternoon with three of my cousins. Of course, we invited them, but we never thought they would come all that way.”

“That’s a surprise,” Maxen said. “Should you be up at the palace with them? We could’ve dined together another night.”

Etan shook his head. “My aunt decided to eat in her rooms and retire early, which saved us from a long family meal tonight.”

“But it’s good that more family will be at the wedding, right?” Maxen didn’t know the dynamics of the royal family. For most of his life, he’d only seen what they showed to their people—the flawless image of strength, intelligence, and beauty. It was only after Amory had married the prince, and then when Tristan decided to marry Etan, that Maxen began to hear more of the inner workings of the family. He mostly knew the good—the strong bonds between siblings and cousins—but surely there was more to it than that.

Tristan laughed when Etan shrugged slightly. “Well, I haven’t met any of them yet, but Etan says she isn’t the easiest person to get along with.”

“Oh?” Maxen glanced between them, wondering if he should be asking, but Tristan and Etan had brought it up.

“My aunt was raised a princess, the youngest daughter of the previous crown prince, and she’s used to getting her way and expressing her opinion.” Etan shrugged again and slid an arm around Tristan, an action he seemed to think nothing about doing, but Tristan radiated pleasure. A pang of envy startled Maxen so much he almost dropped his drink. Instead, he tightened his fingers around the glass and took a long gulp of the liquor inside.

“I got the impression just from what Amory said that they’re here at her insistence and that she has plans for your cousins,” Tristan said.

“I wouldn’t doubt any of that. I assume we’ll learn what all of her plans are soon, and what her sons actually think of them.” Etan sipped his drink. “I’ve barely seen them in…oh, it has to be ten years—none of us have—but Philip won’t let her run right over them.”

“This is a possibility, I take it?” Maxen felt a bit of sympathy for these unknown cousins of Etan’s. He had some experience with a strong-willed mother who thought she always knew best.

“It may be.”

“Amory told me she’s planned out what they’re each to be doing after the wedding,” Tristan said. “Though he also said the twins seemed to have talked her into getting what they want instead. Or that’s what it looked like to him.”

Etan chuckled. “I can believe it. The twins always could slip around people, and they had a mischievous streak, though Alexander was always in the lead there. I wonder if they’ve grown out of it. It doesn’t sound as if they have the former. Should be interesting.”

Etan proceeded to tell a story about the twins as children that involved a party, a fountain, and three swans that was so unbelievable it had to be true. Maxen was still chuckling when they walked into the dining room together a while later. These twins sounded as if they would liven everything up. Maxen was almost sad he’d probably never see it.

 

DINNER THAT NIGHT, served in the small dining room in Philip and Amory’s private suite, was the informal meal they’d been promised. Faelen had been guiltily relieved, and a little surprised, that Mother had chosen not to eat with them, but he couldn’t say he was unhappy. Her displeasure with him and Alexander had made for many tense meals aboard the ship.

Both he and Alexander had taken care with their attire for dinner, nothing overly formal but everything just so. Philip didn’t really know them as adults. The two times Faelen had seen him since childhood hadn’t been conducive to sharing more than a fleeting few words, and if he and Alexander were going to make their home in the palace, they needed to start off in a good light.

Assuming their minor power struggle with Mother hadn’t already dashed those hopes.

Faelen didn’t think it had, not after they arrived and were met by a smiling Amory with his two-year-old son—and the heir to the throne—propped on his hip. Amory ushered them into the suite’s sitting room, a surprisingly cozy, comfortable room. Philip was there with a goblet of wine in his hand, chatting with Cathal, another of their cousins. He had inherited a dukedom when his father abdicated the title to him due to health concerns, though Alexander found the whole thing intriguing and suspicious. Faelen despaired that his curiosity would get him in trouble one day.

Faelen remembered Cathal as serious and somewhat rigid in adherence to proper protocol, but he was more relaxed than Faelen had ever seen him that night, with his arm around the waist of a short, slender man with red-gold hair and blue-green eyes. That must be Flavian, Cathal’s husband of a little more than a year.

“Alexander and Faelen are here,” Amory said as they entered. Julien kept sneaking little looks at them and then shyly burying his face in his father’s shoulder when Faelen caught him. Faelen couldn’t stop his smile. He could see why the little prince had stolen the hearts of Tournai’s people.

There was a round of greetings, and Cathal introduced Flavian, proving Faelen’s supposition correct. Philip handed them wine in delicate glass goblets, and Faelen finally noticed there were no servants present. Something loosened slightly in his spine.

By the time they were ready to go in to dinner, Julien had gotten over his shyness and transferred himself to Faelen’s lap. Alexander was making silly faces at him to get him to laugh, even as they both tried to keep up with the conversation, which was mostly about their journey and an exchange of information about various family members. Faelen was reluctant to let Julien go, but he relinquished him into Amory’s arms with a smile. Amory’s own smile was knowing, as if he’d seen Faelen’s enjoyment of his time with the happy child and his reluctance to give that up, despite Faelen’s efforts to hide it. But Amory was kind enough not to mention it.

Once they were settled around the table, servants slipped into the room, refilling goblets and serving food. As soon as they’d finished, they disappeared again, leaving the six of them alone to enjoy their dinner.

And Faelen was enjoying it. He’d wondered—worried, perhaps—that he and Alexander would have no place here. They’d spent half their lives in another country, living in the customs and conventions of another court, and even before that taking short sojourns in other kingdoms as their father’s work demanded. He hadn’t known if they’d be well received back home, by family or anyone else. Well, outwardly they always would have been, especially by those at court jostling for power and influence. He and Alexander were still of the royal family, even if they were far down in the line of succession. Faelen knew well enough how to deal with that, but he wanted to embrace family, make friends. To find his place here. If that wasn’t an impossible dream.

“I’m happy to see the two of you no longer dress alike.” Cathal’s words came out of nowhere halfway through the meal. His eyes danced above the rim of his goblet as he sipped.

“You dressed alike?” Flavian asked.

“We were children,” Faelen said.

“And it was Mother’s idea,” Alexander continued. “She had us dressed the same from head to toe. I think she still would if she had her way.”

“Alexander!” But Faelen couldn’t fight laughter even as he admonished his twin, which probably ruined the effect.

“It was almost impossible to tell them apart,” Philip said to Amory and Flavian. “There were times you wondered which one you were with.”

Faelen closed his eyes in resignation, but he was still laughing as Alexander spoke.

“That was on purpose sometimes.”

“What do you mean?” Amory asked.

“We did look just about identical then.” Alexander leaned forward a bit, mischief alive on his face. “And sometimes we—”

“You,” Faelen interjected.

“I,” Alexander corrected himself with a roll of his eyes in Faelen’s direction. “I would suggest we switch places or try to see if anyone could tell us apart. It was a fun game.”

“Do I even want to know who you tried that with?” Philip sent a sardonic look in their direction.

“Probably not.” Alexander said it with a charming grin that had gotten him out of more than one scrape in the past. It seemed to work now too, not that Faelen actually believed they were in trouble for childish escapades years in the past.

“I think it’s a good thing you can be told apart more easily these days,” Cathal said, chuckling.

“Maybe. It isn’t as fun, though.”

Faelen shook his head at his brother’s words. He was glad they’d grown up to look different from each other, even if the differences were slight—the curl in Faelen’s hair, the couple of extra inches Alexander had in height. The real differences were in personality, but then, that had always been true. Even though they probably could still pass for one another if they worked at it, Faelen had no plans to do so ever again.

“But best perhaps for all of us.” Philip was still smiling, though, and there was no real censure in his words. “So what are your plans now that you’re back? We talked a little when you arrived. I got the feeling what you want and what your mother wants might not exactly line up.”

“Mother would like to send us to Grandfather along with Thibault,” Alexander said. “I think she’s punishing us.”

“Alexander.” Faelen sent him a sharp look. Whether or not what he said was true—and Faelen hadn’t been able to come to any conclusions about their mother’s motivation—Alexander shouldn’t be so blunt and flippant at the same time, not in front of their cousins. Philip and the others didn’t know Alexander the way Faelen did and might get the wrong impression.

His twin simply shrugged, an elegant, unconcerned motion.

Faelen stifled a sigh. “We’re hoping to stay in Jumelle. There isn’t any reason for us to live with Grandfather. Thibault has a purpose there helping him, but we don’t. Thank you for inviting us to stay here. We were thinking we’d find somewhere to live near the university, if we can find a place there with the scholars.”

“Nonsense. You’re welcome as long as you like,” Amory said. “What is it you’re studying?”

“Faelen studies languages,” Alexander said and sipped his wine. “He’s brilliant with them. But he’s something of a scholar all around. I think he’d rather bury himself in a library than socialize with anyone. I don’t know how it is we’re twins.”

Faelen shook his head. “Stop being silly.” He turned to Philip and Amory. “Alexander is just as dedicated.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Cathal said with a smile. Alexander laughed, by all appearances sharing the joke. He probably was. He never seemed to mind if people saw him as less than serious, but Faelen was never certain if he really was that unconcerned.

“We’ll inquire at the university once we settle in some,” Faelen said, both to assure Philip that they had some kind of plan and to deflect attention from Alexander.

“No need to rush,” Philip said. “You haven’t spent any time here since you were children. Accustom yourselves to the palace and the city first.”

“We aren’t lying when we say we’re happy to have you here,” Amory added.

“Thank you,” Alexander said, for once utterly serious. “We appreciate it very much, and we’re looking forward to reacquainting ourselves with Jumelle, and the court, and our family, of course.”

“It’s been too long since we’ve spent time with any of you.” It seemed Faelen’s hope of forming strong bonds with family might be possible, at least with the people here. Philip was prince, but it was easy to see he was a devoted father, husband, and friend just from the time they’d spent with him today. Amory had been nothing but kind, and Cathal and Flavian were welcoming, even with Flavian’s rather sharp tongue.

“We’re looking forward to getting to know you again as well,” Cathal said.

Yes, Faelen had hope.

Faelen continued to eat, but with a warmth inside born of the knowledge that their family here, who happened to be the prince and his inner circle, were accepting them. Mother had seemed to think Philip would be as angry as she was that they’d kept their Talents to themselves, and perhaps Faelen had begun to believe her. Relief, gratitude even, filled him.

Amory asked Flavian a question about a painting he was working on, and the subject changed, with Flavian’s enthusiasm about his current project carrying them through the next course. Faelen tried to hide his smile behind his goblet. Flavian was passionate about his work, and Amory was interested. Cathal seemed less knowledgeable about art, but his expression radiated pride in Flavian. It was lovely.

Faelen wished he painted, or anything really that would fill his time until he could begin studying again. His life had been centered on his studies for years. Alexander would enjoy throwing himself into the court’s social whirl, but Faelen wasn’t as keen on those types of events, though he did his duty at them. Time with his family and learning Jumelle would be enjoyable, but he would go out of his mind with nothing else to do. Perhaps he should try his hand at painting.

He couldn’t even sketch, though.

“All right?” Alexander asked quietly as a maid served the dessert of spiced pear tarts.

“Fine. Why do you ask?” He looked into Alexander’s eyes, exact copies of his own.

Alexander frowned slightly. “You’re wondering what you’re going to do until you can throw yourself into the university library, aren’t you?”

Of course, Alexander would know. He knew Faelen best of anyone.

“You sound like Etan,” Cathal said. “Always lost in his books and his studies.”

“If you’re really looking for a way to occupy part of your time, I may have something for you.” Philip exchanged a significant look with Amory and Cathal. Faelen couldn’t read it, but Philip must have found an answer with them. “Etan might be able to use your help.”




Chapter Three

MAXEN WAS HONORED to stand as witness for his brother at his wedding, if more than a little awed to do so in the royal palace. Tristan’s wedding surpassed all of Maxen’s expectations. The room was large and airy, not oppressive even when filled with guests, and the decorations were elegant and understated in white and silver. Fresh flowers perfumed the air, and golden light shone through the tall windows, setting the room aglow.

But Tristan glowed brighter than anything from the moment he and Etan arrived for the ceremony. His happiness made him nearly incandescent, and Maxen was filled with joy for him. Tristan had been pushed into an unwanted first marriage and then lost his wife and been left with a baby to raise on his own, all while Mother meddled terribly. And then Bria had been kidnapped. But she’d been returned safely, and Tristan and Etan had found their way to each other. They deserved all the happiness in the world.

Tristan had told Maxen that they’d done their best to keep the wedding as small as possible, but nothing about this event seemed small. Of course, Etan was a royal cousin, so it was understandable that certain people had to be invited. Tristan and Etan barely seemed to notice anyone but each other anyway as they spoke their vows in voices intense with emotion, creating a little island for themselves in the middle of the crowded room.

It was after the vows, after Tristan and Etan had affixed their signatures in the book in which all royal marriages were recorded, that Maxen let his gaze wander over the seated guests and saw him. And then he couldn’t understand how he hadn’t noticed him immediately.

His attention was drawn almost instantly to a man seated in the second row. He was pale, his skin like porcelain, with large eyes the green of peridot. His face—an uncanny mix of pretty and sensual—was framed by dark hair that blazed red in the room’s light, falling in soft curls nearly to his shoulders. Maxen could see nothing else of the man, but what he saw pulled at him, and it was so strong, so unexpected, it took his breath. He’d never felt an attraction so sudden; he could do nothing but stare as time spun away from him.

Abruptly, the man seemed to sense his regard, his gaze snapping over to meet Maxen’s, giving him no time to look away. The unusual green eyes widened, but he didn’t look away for long moments—long moments when Maxen heard nothing but the pounding of his heart in his ears. And then the man looked away, severing the connection and leaving Maxen floundering. What had just happened?

Maxen forced himself to turn back to the proceedings. Tristan and Etan were still talking to the princes, so, thankfully, less time had passed than it felt like. He refused to make a spectacle of himself at his brother’s wedding.

But he also wanted to know who that man was.

He was sitting in the second row. The first held Prince Philip’s sister, the princess Elodie, and Etan’s mother and siblings. There was an order of precedence in the seating, which meant that the man Maxen was forcing himself not to stare at had to be high-ranking nobility, if not part of the royal family itself. Maxen had met Etan’s siblings, but no other royal cousins. Was this man one of them? He didn’t quite have the look of the men of the royal family, but there was a resemblance.

Nobility or royalty, he was probably out of Maxen’s reach.

Yes, Maxen’s brother had just married a cousin of the prince, and his brother’s best friend had married the prince himself, but things like that didn’t happen every day. Still, there was no reason he couldn’t talk to the beautiful man who’d so drawn his attention. Maxen snuck another glance. Talking to him, finding out who he was—and if Maxen might like him at all—wouldn’t be inappropriate. It would only be an introduction. Nothing permanent, even if he had just compared the situation to two marriages.

Maxen had always noticed attractive men, as he’d always noticed attractive women. He’d done some kissing—and a little more than kissing—with a couple of men when he’d been at university and since, and he’d had a brief affair with a woman he’d been utterly infatuated with at the time. That affair was perhaps the closest he’d come to any thought of forever, and he still hadn’t really imagined a life with her. But he was at Tristan’s wedding, and somehow, his brother’s marriage was making him think of the future and falling in love and sharing his life with someone.

That someone was not going to be the beautiful man in the second row.

He could still talk to him, though.

Managing an introduction would have to wait until later. The ceremony ended, and Tristan and Etan processed out, followed by the princes. Knowing Tristan, Maxen bet he’d steal Etan away for a few moments of privacy. He had no idea how they would disappear unseen, but Maxen imagined they’d find a way. Cathal left the dais to join his husband. The royal family would leave next, even though there wasn’t a formal procession, and the other guests would follow.

Maxen’s family had pride of place as the family of one of the grooms. Maxen joined his mother, sister, and younger brothers and offered Mother his arm. His brother Renaud did the same for Selene, and the two youngest boys fell in behind them. Maxen had offered some advice to his brothers as he’d learned what he could in the weeks leading up to the wedding, so they were all somewhat aware and on their best behavior.

Mother’s thrill at Tristan marrying into the royal family was still palpable. Maxen couldn’t imagine how much happier she’d have been had Tristan married a lady of the royal family, which they all knew she’d have preferred. Maxen had actually been surprised that Tristan had invited her and Selene to the wedding at all.

Tristan and Etan returned, flushed and smiling, and took their places at the high table with the princes for dinner. Maxen had a place there as well—something he’d been surprised to learn—as Tristan’s witness in the ceremony. Cathal; his husband, Flavian; and Princess Elodie made up the rest of the table. Maxen saw Mother and his siblings seated at their table nearby in the softly lit room before taking his place beside the princess.

He forced himself not to shrink back into his seat. It was somewhat surreal sitting there—to be in the palace at all, really—but he’d better get used to at least visiting sometimes. If Maxen ever wanted to see his brother and niece, he’d have to conquer his intimidation at even entering the building, let alone spending any time with the royal family.

Elodie was as beautiful up close as she appeared at a distance, with her dark hair in a complicated arrangement of coils and braids and her golden-brown eyes and her features a more delicate version of Prince Philip’s. Slender and petite, she was dressed at the height of fashion in an elaborate gown of deep rose silk. She was also bright and chatty, energy bubbling just beneath the veneer of proper princess. He’d never spoken with her before, and he was surprised how much he enjoyed doing so. Elodie unabashedly relished court entertainments and gossip, quite clearly, and she seemed as excited for the party as for the reason behind it.

Maxen resolutely ignored Mother’s stare—she’d dreamed of a match between Tristan and Elodie at one point. He’d have to make certain she never imagined the same for him.

It was Elodie who told Maxen who the beautiful man he’d seen at the ceremony was, and he didn’t even have to ask.

“Aunt Edine came all the way from Teilo for the wedding—for other reasons too, but for the wedding—and she brought her sons with her. Thibault, and the twins, Faelen and Alexander. I haven’t seen them since Philip married Amory.” She’d gestured with a graceful, discreet motion toward the table where the focus of Maxen’s interest was seated as she continued talking.

Maxen hadn’t noticed there was a twin, but he saw him now. They looked almost identical—the twin was maybe a bit taller and had wavy hair instead of loose curls—but Maxen could easily tell them apart, and was still only fascinated by one of them. His twin was more animated, more social at their dinner table, while he was quieter. But there was a glow about him. Was he Faelen or Alexander? Maxen wanted to know perhaps more than he should.

 

“I THINK YOU have an admirer,” Alexander said, looping his arm through Faelen’s as they walked to the ballroom after dinner.

“Excuse me?”

Alexander was in his element. He sparkled when surrounded by people at these social events—talking and laughing, effortlessly drawing them in with his charm. Faelen would always be more comfortable with smaller, intimate groups, but he’d cultivated his ability to navigate court functions. This wedding was an odd in-between. A personal event, surely, with a strictly limited guest list, but a court one too due to Etan’s position. It made for a more complicated consideration of behavior.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t notice?” Alexander laughed affectionately but with an edge of incredulousness. “You didn’t.”

He hadn’t. Alexander was much more attuned to the attention of men than Faelen had ever been, and they both knew it, so there was no point in trying to deny anything. “I didn’t.”

Alexander shook his head in an exaggeratedly mournful way, but there was still a flash of something like concern in his eyes—Faelen had seen it countless times before but hadn’t quite put the right name to it. “Tristan’s brother. Maxen, was it? He seems quite taken with you. Kept stealing glances through dinner.”

“He couldn’t be taken with me since he hasn’t met me.” He and Alexander garnered their share of attention, and Faelen supposed it was flattering. He just never knew what to do with it, had never felt quite comfortable, especially if attention turned into something with more intent behind it.

Alexander rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine. He’s taken with the look of you. He’s certainly handsome himself. Did you see?”

He deemed it safer to ignore most of what Alexander said. “Then he’s taken with the look of you as well. Are you sure he wasn’t looking at you?”

“No, dear, he was very much looking at you.” Alexander covertly glanced around the ballroom as they walked inside. “He’s there. Talking with Tristan and Etan.”

Alexander hadn’t needed to point Maxen out. Faelen had seen him during the ceremony, and, objectively speaking, Alexander was correct—Maxen was a handsome man. His shining blond hair gleamed like antique gold, and he shared his older brother’s vivid blue eyes. Faelen glanced at him anyway, cataloguing those characteristics once more, taking in the brilliant smile and the crinkle at the corner of his eyes while he laughed at something Tristan said. Etan and Tristan held hands and seemed to be drawn toward each other by some invisible force, but Maxen didn’t look as if he felt like the odd one out. He just looked happy.

Faelen looked away before Maxen caught him staring. “I see him. Let’s get some wine.”

Alexander rolled his eyes, but he didn’t argue, and he didn’t push, for which Faelen loved him dearly.

For a while, he and Alexander moved through the party together. Since they were going to stay in Tournai, it was time to integrate into its royal court. Faelen had studied the guest list and plotted out whom they needed to speak to and make an impression on. With that plan in mind, they wound through the crowds, allowing themselves to be drawn into certain groups and introduced to anyone they didn’t know, working in the way they’d been taught since they were children. By the end of the night, they hoped to have staged an excellent start to their reintroduction to Tournai’s court, and Alexander’s light touch with charm and flirtation would probably have him well on his way to being a court darling.

After a while, Alexander was drawn into the dancing—eagerly dove in, more like, as he’d always enjoyed it. Faelen stood just off to the side and watched for a moment. Elodie was out on the floor, as she had been most of the evening. Amory was partnering her, while Philip danced with Adora, one of Amory’s sisters. Etan and Tristan had danced earlier, but they stood near the thrones now, close together, accepting more well-wishers.

“Do you want to dance?”

The voice beside him startled Faelen. When he saw Maxen, his mind went a bit blank. “What?”

Thankfully Maxen smiled despite Faelen’s rude response. “You’re watching everyone dancing. I thought you might wish you were too.”

Had he? He’d felt a bit wistful, but it wasn’t as if he couldn’t find someone to partner with if he really wanted to.

“I could be wrong, though.” Maxen’s smile turned wry and just slightly unsure at the edges. “And you can tell me so, or tell me to be quiet.”

Faelen couldn’t help his own smile, though nerves jumped in his stomach. He was never sure how to handle it when someone displayed an interest in him. Not that Maxen was necessarily interested. He might not have been asking Faelen to dance, only inquiring into Faelen’s thoughts about it.

“Telling you to be quiet would be rude. We don’t even know each other.” It came out almost flirtatious, and Faelen wished he hadn’t reached for that particular tone. It wouldn’t be right to give Maxen the wrong impression.

“I should rectify that, so you can feel free to tell me to stop talking. I suppose I should have waited for someone to introduce us, if we were to follow protocol.” More uncertainty, which was, yes, endearing.

“It’s more about working to ensure that someone would introduce you.” It wasn’t something he’d necessarily say to just anyone at court, but most would know the unofficial rules. Anyway, there was a twinkle in Maxen’s eyes that made Faelen feel almost playful, even if his nerves kept jumping. He continued when Maxen gave him a questioning look. “It’s the way it works. You have to engineer these things sometimes.”

“Shall I find someone to introduce us, then?”

“I think it would be a bit late at this point. We’ve already been talking.”

“Still, I wouldn’t want to break a rule.” Maxen’s tone was teasing, but the slight uncertainty was still there.

“I think we can excuse it this time.” Did it still sound as if he were flirting? Though it seemed Maxen wasn’t looking at him the way he had before, not really. “A pleasure to meet you, Master Maxen.”

Maxen smiled, a half curve of his lips that was almost bashful. “I’d be pleased you know who I am, but I was just Tristan’s witness. Should I pretend not to know who you are?”

“Why would you?”

“Because if I admit that I know who you are, Lord Faelen, I’ll have to admit that I wanted to find out.”

Butterflies began flying sickeningly around Faelen’s stomach. All right, so Alexander had been right—Maxen had liked the look of Faelen, enough to find out who he was. Faelen didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. “Did you ask someone about me?”

Maxen laughed. “I was going to. But then the princess started talking at dinner, and she pointed you and your brother out. It did take a little more to figure out if you were Faelen or Alexander. She was vague at the beginning.”

It was only years of navigating social situations as a diplomat’s son that kept Faelen from showing his surprise. Not that Elodie had shared so much information with Maxen, but perhaps that Maxen had so easily admitted to seeking it. And again, Faelen wasn’t sure how to feel. A change of subject was definitely in order. “Are you enjoying the party?”

If Maxen thought the question abrupt, he didn’t show it. “Very much, though I’m still in a state of disbelief that I’m at a party in the palace. Saying that probably makes me sound provincial. Or at least like a gawking child.”

Something made Faelen need to reassure. “Not at all. But, ah, your brother did marry into the royal family, so…”

Another laugh, one just slightly self-deprecating and all the more endearing for it. “I suppose I’ll get used to it. I’ll have to if I’m to visit Tristan and my niece. I shouldn’t assume I would be invited to any other social events.”

“I don’t see why you wouldn’t. I’ve been told Amory’s sisters are often guests.”

“Yes, Adeline and Adora are here. But Amory is married to the prince, and Tristan and Amory have been friends forever. We all sort of grew up together, and we’ve been close—well, except for any of Amory’s siblings who are horrible.”

“Amory has horrible siblings?” Faelen had only met two sisters, and they were perfectly lovely people. He hadn’t heard much of anything about Amory’s family or met any other members of it, even though they lived in the city.

“Mostly his older brother. His father is awful too, but I shouldn’t say too much.”
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