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      The high gray stone walls of Castle Grau were bleak against the slate-colored clouds blanketing the sky. Sascha shivered and huddled deeper into his fur-trimmed cloak, despite knowing the reaction hadn’t been entirely—or even mostly—caused by the raw chill in the air. His first sight of the place he would live for the next several years made him wish to be anywhere else.

      But he couldn’t stop staring out the carriage window as they approached the building. He schooled his features carefully into the serene mask he’d practiced for long hours until he could hold onto it even if everything inside him quaked, as it did now. Deliberately forced his breathing to even out. Best to prepare himself when he was alone, Lord Jannik’s man of business having chosen to ride up with the driver the whole journey from Sascha’s family home where the man had retrieved him and turned over the contractual payment to his parents. It had made for a long and lonely trip—all day yesterday and overnight in the carriage—but Sascha wouldn’t have chosen the company of the other man anyway.

      He wouldn’t have chosen any of the circumstances for this journey, and the manner in which it was being made—not to mention the sight of its endpoint—was not helping Sascha hold on to any hope that this portion of his life would be good. And hope was something he’d determinedly clung to since his parents had told him of the contract they’d signed, making him Lord Jannik’s concubine.

      The carriage rattled over the cobblestones of the road leading to the castle’s imposing front doors and slowed to a stop behind a second carriage. There was a flurry of activity around it, as servants loaded and secured baggage. Was Lord Jannik leaving with Sascha arriving today?

      The door beside him was pulled open abruptly. The stern-faced man of business—what was his name?—stood there, looking particular dour.

      “We’re here.” He didn’t offer assistance or wait for Sascha to climb out before walking away. Concubines were supposed to have status and respect on par with that of spouses—both traditionally and contractually. Sascha hadn’t been treated that way so far.

      He took a long, slow breath, searching for calm despite the sick roiling in his stomach. Then, gathering his cloak and his dignity around him, he stepped down from the carriage. Another couple of servants were coming for his trunk, and he thanked them, receiving nods in return. Moving away from the carriage, he surveyed his surroundings. The castle looked no less forbidding up close, but perhaps the place would be more pleasant in spring. Late winter meant bare trees and no flowers or color anywhere. Even the snow—something Sascha usually saw the beauty in—didn’t help.

      A young woman about Sascha’s age hurried through the castle doors. Her hair shone gold in the weak sunlight before she flipped the hood of her green cloak up to cover it. She was halfway to the carriages before she stopped abruptly, her gaze landing on Sascha. Her rosebud lips turned down in a brief frown. When she moved again, it was in his direction.

      He straightened his spine against the fine tremors moving through him and waited, watching her approach.

      She flicked her gaze over him briefly once she stopped in front of him. “So you’re my father’s new concubine?”

      “If your father is Lord Jannik, then yes. I’m Sascha of Clan Sapfir.”

      If anything, she looked more troubled. “I can’t say you’ll like it here and mean it. I’m grateful my marriage is getting me away, and I have no idea what it will be like. I can only wish you good luck.”

      Sascha blinked at her, shock robbing him of words.

      “Lady Triana.” The stern voice had them both looking toward the man of business. “It’s time for you to go.”

      Triana nodded regally, but she turned back to Sascha instead of moving toward her waiting carriage. When she spoke again, her voice was barely a whisper. “My father’s man of business is horrible, but the housekeeper and the maids and kitchen staff are all kind and helpful. Take care of yourself.”

      He took the hand she held out to him, let her squeeze his nerveless fingers. “Thank you. You take care of yourself as well.”

      With a brisk nod to him, she moved away, sailing past the glowering man of business—Sascha had been told his name, hadn’t he?—to the carriage where a footman assisted her inside. The driver got the horses moving immediately, and Triana was on her way to an uncertain future…but one she’d rather confront than the past she’d left here. What was Sascha walking into?

      “You need to go inside.” The man’s clipped tone drew Sascha’s attention once more. “You don’t want to keep Lord Jannik waiting.”

      Sascha raised his chin a fraction in an effort to appear calm and dignified. “Of course.”

      Heart beating wildly, he concentrated on his breathing, on taking measured, graceful steps across the stones and through the open door. His heels clacked loudly on the marble floor, the sound echoing in the large entry hall. He almost flinched at the noise, but servants still hurried around in the wake of his arrival and the departure of the daughter of the house and the stern-faced man had followed him inside—Sascha refused to show such weakness in front of them.

      His resolve didn’t stop him from jumping when a voice bellowed from deeper in the castle. It didn’t stop his hands from trembling when he realized the owner of the bellowing voice was coming closer. And that, from the reaction of the staff, the bellower had to be Lord Jannik. No one had taken Sascha’s cloak, so he clenched his gloved hands together beneath it and strove to regain his tattered self-possession as he was left alone in the center of the hall, the servants scattering, the man of business halting several feet away from him.

      Sascha’s first sight of Jannik did not inspire calm—nor did it inspire feelings like desire or infatuation or even interest, and so he let go of any dream of such things he might’ve had. No, the man who strode into the hall inspired nothing but fear. Physically, he wasn’t imposing. His build was average, and he was older than Sascha’s father. Gray streaked his thick blond hair. But an aura of menace surrounded him. His eyes were hard and cold, his lips set in a mean twist. His movements were sharp and authoritative. This man was in complete control of his household, of his affairs, of all he considered his—and his control would not be kind or fair.

      Sascha understood Triana’s warning now.

      His breathing had sped up and he focused once more on slowing it.

      Had his parents known what they were sending—selling—Sascha into? They couldn’t have. No matter how attractive the contact and connection to a prominent family, they wouldn’t have gone through with it if they’d had any idea of the man they were giving him to. Sascha knew well his role in the family—like that of his sisters—was to make the most advantageous match possible, whether as spouse or concubine, and he’d accepted it long ago. But did the match have to be this one?

      Lord Jannik stopped in front of Sascha and scrutinized him head to toe from his position a half a head taller. Sascha had never been so glad for the enveloping cover of his cloak as that gaze slithered over him.

      “Well,” Lord Jannik said finally, “your face is as exquisite as they told me. Let’s hope the rest of you is as well.”

      Sascha’s lips parted, but his mind was blank. He could think of nothing to say in response to that greeting.

      Lord Jannik didn’t seem to expect a reply. He turned to his man of business. “Hannes, I need to see you in my study for a few moments.” He directed his next words and his hard gaze back to Sascha. “While I’m in my meeting, you will go upstairs and bathe. No need to dress after. I want a good look at you, and as long as you please me, more than that.”

      Sascha still couldn’t seem to conjure a reply, but he gasped when Lord Jannik reached out and gripped his chin firmly.

      “Don’t think to keep me waiting, little Sascha. You’re mine now to do with as I will, and you won’t like the consequences if you disobey.” He pressed a hard kiss to Sascha’s closed lips, then released him as abruptly as he’d grabbed him. “A maid will show you up.”

      He turned and strode away. Hannes followed on his heels, not sparing a look for Sascha.

      Sascha stood for a moment and trembled, his cheeks burning fiery hot. Waves of alternating fear and dread and embarrassment crashed through him, leaving him hot then cold in succession. He was just supposed to go upstairs and… And Lord Jannik had seen fit to order him to his bed in front of his man of business and several servants, and now all of them knew…

      And Sascha was just supposed to go whether he wanted to or not, and let Lord Jannik do as he pleased with him. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. A concubine was supposed to be treated with respect, and the legal standing they deserved. He wasn’t supposed to be ordered about and threatened. He wasn’t supposed to be a possession.

      Apparently, none of that mattered in Lord Jannik’s domain.

      Inside his head, he was screaming, wailing questions about what his parents knew. Surely they would’ve looked into anyone making an offer for one of them? Surely they would’ve cared? What could they have gotten out of this arrangement that was important enough to put Sascha through this? It couldn’t have only been the money, could it? What did Lord Jannik have to offer that was so important?

      “Sir?”

      The quiet voice startled Sascha so much he jumped again, but he didn’t have the capacity for more embarrassment. His vision refused to focus, spinning and twisting and blurring, but, as best he could, he brought his attention to the young maid in front of him.

      She bobbed a quick curtsy when she had his attention. “Your things are being brought to your bedchamber. I can show you upstairs if you’re ready, sir?”

      Unspoken was that he’d better be, and her eyes were filled with so much sympathy Sascha wanted to weep.

      “Yes, thank you.” He didn’t manage a smile for her—couldn’t—but he refused to be anything but polite to the staff, especially when they were being kind to him.

      She turned and made for the sweeping stone staircase at the other end of the room, and Sascha forced himself to move, to follow. He fisted his hands in the folds of his cloak to stop their shaking and willed himself to steadiness as he slowly climbed the stairs behind her. Something pushed him to move faster, cold dread of what could happen if he wasn’t exactly where Lord Jannik wanted him when he arrived, but if he moved any faster in his state, he’d tumble down the stairs.

      He needed to pull himself together. He was stronger than this.

      Wasn’t he?

      As he took the last step to the landing halfway up, he stopped abruptly and frowned. “Do you hear that?”

      “Sir?” The maid stopped and turned back to face him. Worry and impatience lurked in her eyes, but instead of saying anything, she frowned too.

      It was wings. The sound of many large wings beating at the air, flying closer. Landing, from the sounds in the courtyard outside. Then shouting.

      The doors to the entry hall burst open, and the room was flooded by soldiers wearing the uniform of the king. Someone was shouting orders, more than one someone. Sascha froze for an instant, then grabbed the maid and dragged her down with him. He huddled on the floor with the teary-eyed girl, scared and confused and unable to even speculate as to what was happening now.
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      Lysander strode into Jannik’s home—his home for the time being, anyway—and surveyed the situation. His soldiers had fanned out at the direction of Alan, Lysander’s cousin and commander of the royal forces, who was still issuing orders from the center of the room. The only others present were several servants in the badge of Jannik’s household, but none were fighting or seemed inclined to do so.

      “Are you certain you should’ve come inside already, Your Majesty?” came a respectful voice from behind him. “Perhaps you should wait until Jannik and his family are found and the castle is secured?”

      Kirill—and Alan too—would’ve preferred he’d waited at Wyndward for Jannik to be brought to him. Lysander didn’t agree. He wanted to be part of this—and he wanted to see the castle that was now his.

      Traitors forfeited their property to the crown, after all.

      “The commander seems to have the situation well in hand.”

      Someone sighed softly behind him, the sound almost inaudible—and probably meant to be—among the noise echoing in the room. Likely Kirill, but Romilly was behind him too. Neither was a soldier or fighter, but they were two of his best negotiators and diplomats and they had discovered the treasonous plot that brought them here today. They were also both leaving Ivria soon, and though they would be well placed, he would be sad to lose them here. But he would use their skills and minds for the time they remained in Ivria.

      The soldiers were imposing order rapidly, herding frightened but cooperating servants in one direction, coming and going with reports for Alan. Faint sounds of conflict came from somewhere beyond the entry hall, and Alan dispatched more soldiers in that direction before returning to Lysander.

      “Your Majesty, if you and Master Kirill and Honorable Romilly would please come with me?” Alan gestured toward the left. “Jannik has been located, but some of his guards are fighting back, and it would be safer for you to not be in the open.”

      “We’re hardly defenseless, Commander.” He, Kirill, and Romilly all had the dragon Talent in sufficient strength to allow them to transform into dragons—which was how they’d all come here.

      “I’m aware, Your Majesty, but as the king, you should not take unnecessary risks.” Alan stared at him levelly. “Let us do our work.”

      He’d been king long enough to know there were times when risk was avoidable and times when it wasn’t. This situation wasn’t one where he had to go charging into battle. His part would come after. “Fine.”

      He allowed himself be ushered into a small room off the entry, likely where unexpected guests were left to wait, with Kirill and Romilly and two soldiers at the door. He paced to one side of the small, sparely decorated room, then turned to pace back.

      Kirill and Romilly remained standing. Neither would sit before he did. “Sit, both of you. Just because I don’t want to doesn’t mean you have to be uncomfortable.”

      Romilly was the first to move. They glided over to one of the chairs and sat gracefully, then wrinkled their nose. “It’s probably more comfortable to stand, Your Majesty.”

      Kirill only shook his head.

      The wait wasn’t long, but Lysander’s impatience made it feel like hours. He and Alan had made the decision to bring more soldiers than were most likely necessary for this task, agreeing it was safer. There were laws about how many personal guards anyone in Ivria could have, but with what Jannik had been doing, Lysander could see a distinct possibility he might have broken that law too. He was, perhaps, beyond being surprised after learning the information Kirill and Romilly had brought him.

      The interminable wait finally came to an end with Alan striding into the small room. His hair was slightly disheveled, but otherwise, nothing in his appearance indicated there had been any fighting.

      “Commander?”

      “We have the castle secured and Jannik and everyone else present in custody. We were unable to find his son or daughter.”

      Lysander frowned. They’d have to speak to everyone in the household, but with Jannik’s reputation, it was unlikely he would work with or confide in any of his servants. His family and his man of business were the most likely to potentially be involved or have knowledge of the conspiracy. “Did they escape?”

      Alan shook his head. “No, Your Majesty. The housekeeper says his son has been away for two weeks. His daughter left just before we arrived. Jannik arranged a marriage for her, and she was to be conveyed to her future husband today.”

      “And you trust the housekeeper?”

      “She seems truthful. None of the staff, barring Jannik’s man of business, seems particularly loyal. No one is holding back when asked questions.”

      Lysander nodded.

      “I had Jannik’s concubine separated from the servants and held on his own.”

      “Jannik has a concubine? How did we miss that?” Lysander didn’t like to think of what else they might have missed, if they hadn’t known something so important. “I thought our information was the contract with his concubine expired months ago.”

      “That was the information we were given,” Kirill said when Lysander glanced his way. Dismay had settled over his angular features.

      “This is a new one,” Alan said. “Just arrived today, right before us. I feel a little bad for him. He’s shaken.”

      “Who is he?” Lysander snapped out. Was the concubine or his family involved?

      “Sascha of Clan Sapfir.”

      Romilly let out a little gasp. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” they said when Lysander raised an eyebrow. “Sascha is my cousin.”

      He hadn’t expected that. “Your cousin?”

      Romilly’s family was wealthy and well-connected. What reason would they have to contract a son of the clan to someone like Jannik? None of the reasons Lysander could think of were good.

      “Well, not a first cousin. The blood relationship is more distant—he wasn’t born into the main branch of the clan. His family isn’t titled or as wealthy. Sascha just came of age.” Romilly frowned. “He and I were always close, and we knew they felt making an advantageous match was his role in helping the family. I just…”

      “Wouldn’t have thought of Jannik as advantageous?” Kirill offered as a potential end to Romilly’s sentence.

      They sent a grateful look his way. “Yes, exactly. Now I’m kicking myself for not keeping in touch better.”

      Lysander thought it unlikely Romilly could’ve done anything to prevent this situation. If Sascha had just come of age, his parents had likely signed the contract on his behalf before his birthday, and if they were set on the match—if it could be called that—he doubted they would’ve changed course on Romilly’s word. Because to enter into a contract with Jannik, whose reputation was no secret, they would have had to desperately want whatever he offered them, or be in it for some other reason. For instance, sharing Jannik’s views on the future of Ivria. Perhaps being part of the plot.

      Romilly had obviously come to the same conclusion. “Your Majesty, I had no idea. I haven’t seen Sascha’s parents in years or heard anything untoward about their views.”

      He nodded, accepting Romilly’s words, for the moment at least. Nothing marked Romilly as untrustworthy. “We’ll have to investigate them, of course. If they’re part of this, they’ll need to be dealt with.”

      Only a hint of the distress they must have been feeling showed on Romilly’s face. “Of course, Your Majesty. I’ll tell you everything I know about them. Sascha might know more about the current situation there, but they did try to keep him and his sisters quite sheltered.”

      From just a few of Romilly’s statements, Lysander was already getting a picture of a family that adhered rigorously to the more antiquated ways. He had more sympathy for Sascha now and doubted he was a part of Jannik’s schemes, whether his parents were or not.

      “Let’s talk to Sascha.”

      Alan’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. “You want to talk to him before Jannik? Your Majesty.”

      He let the slip go with only a quirk of a sardonic brow at Alan. “I do. Let Jannik wait.”

      “It might only give him time to line up excuses,” Kirill said tentatively.

      “And none of us will believe them. We’re going to search this place top to bottom and find every scrap of information here linking him to the conspirators and about their plot. Jannik won’t be weaseling his way out of this,” Lysander said firmly. “He will be punished for his crimes, and we’ll leave here knowing more than we did before. Now, bring Sascha.”

      He, Romilly, and Kirill waited in the small room while Alan went for Sascha. If he’d thought about it, Lysander would’ve moved to a more comfortable location for this interview, but he’d been too shocked by the news of Sascha’s existence and his relation to Romilly and too busy considering implications to focus on comfort. After they spoke to Sascha, they’d go to Jannik’s study. Surely the room would provide more comfort than this one and also potentially contain information they sought.

      Alan’s sharp knock sounded at the door before it opened. He stepped aside and ushered a younger man into the room.

      And everything else faded away.

      Objectively, Sascha—for this had to be Sascha—was beautiful. His hair was a rich, deep red and his skin a flawless ivory. Lysander couldn’t see much of his body because he was huddled in a white fur-trimmed cloak, but his face… His features were so perfect Lysander couldn’t believe it possible, and his large eyes were a blue that brought to mind the finest sapphires. Lysander’s first thought was that he wanted to shower Sascha in the gems. His second was that too much fear filled those eyes. Sascha held himself tensely as if he were poised to flee.

      The realization acted as an icy douse of water, extinguishing the flame of his wayward desire.

      Romilly made a soft noise beside him, and Lysander nodded. They took his cue. “Sascha.”

      Sascha started and focused on Romilly. “Romilly? What are you doing here? Have you come to take me home?”

      They swept across the distance separating them from Sascha and took him into their arms. Sascha continued to hold himself rigidly for a moment, then melted into Romilly’s hold. The resemblance between them was stark. They shared the same red hair, the same blue eyes, the same delicacy of features. They might be only distantly related, but the family traits ran strongly in both of them.

      Romilly was murmuring to Sascha, perhaps comforting, perhaps explaining the situation. Lysander wasn’t certain he wanted that. As much as his instincts told him Sascha was unlikely to be involved, he had to confirm it, and he couldn’t have Romilly leading Sascha, even if it was done inadvertently.

      Lysander stifled a sigh. “Romilly,” he said quietly.

      They released Sascha from the embrace but kept close, kept hold of Sascha’s arms. Romilly glanced to him and nodded at whatever he found in Lysander’s expression.

      “Sascha, this is His Majesty King Lysander. Your Majesty, may I present my kinsman Sascha?”

      It seemed Romilly’s presence had calmed Sascha somewhat, but there was still too much fear in his blue gaze, along with a dazed quality Lysander didn’t care for, though he couldn’t understand why it mattered so much to him. Nevertheless, Sascha bent into a graceful, utterly correct bow. He’d been taught well in that respect, it seemed, but if his parents had hoped for either a good marriage or concubinage, he would have been rigorously educated in such things. With Sascha’s beauty and grace, his parents could’ve held out for a better match than Jannik. The situation became more suspicious by the moment.

      Lysander gave Romilly a significant look as Sascha was straightening. Faint surprise washed through their eyes, but Romilly nodded and turned to his cousin. “Sascha, come sit with me for a little while.”

      Sascha’s gaze darted between Lysander and Romilly, over to Kirill then back to Lysander. “All right.”

      Lysander’s heart clenched at the tremble in his voice. What was Sascha doing to him?
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      Sascha allowed Romilly to lead him across the room and coax him to sit. The chair was hard and straight backed, not at all comfortable, but the observation was a distant one. Sascha’s heart was still galloping in his chest, his hands still shaking no matter what he did. What was going on? Why was Romilly here? Why was the king here?

      He’d been dragged from the floor with the maid by soldiers and then left alone in a room, then brought here. He’d thought they were bringing him to Lord Jannik and he’d wanted to run, but where was he to go? He was contracted to Lord Jannik, and there were soldiers everywhere.

      But Romilly was here and Romilly was his closest friend. Perhaps they might help him, or at least tell him what had happened.

      After another quick glance at the king—he’d stepped away to stand with the soldier and the other man in the room, not out of earshot but giving the illusion of privacy—he turned to Romilly who had settled beside him. “What are you doing here, Romilly?”

      Romilly smiled softly. “I came with the king. Lord Jannik has been arrested for treason.”

      Sascha gaped at them. “Treason?”

      “You had no idea?”

      “How would I? I’d just arrived, and he…” Sascha shuddered. “He said I was as beautiful as he’d been told, and he wanted to see the rest of me. He ordered me upstairs. Told me I wouldn’t like the consequences if I didn’t do as he said. I hadn’t even made it up the stairs when the soldiers burst in.”

      Romilly’s face creased in a frown, and they took Sascha’s hands in theirs. Romilly’s fingers were hot against Sascha’s icy skin. “I’m so sorry that happened to you, Sascha.”

      “His daughter warned me. Obliquely, but she warned me it wouldn’t be good here,” he said absently, staring down at their clasped hands. He needed to pull himself together, start thinking, but there was this haze. Romilly was here, and Lord Jannik had been arrested. Surely Sascha would be all right now. If nothing else, he wouldn’t have to be Lord Jannik’s.

      “You knew his daughter?”

      He shook his head. “I only saw her for a moment. She left just as I arrived.”

      “To get married.”

      “So she said, but I think she was glad to be leaving no matter the reason.” He would’ve been, and he’d only met Lord Jannik for a moment. Sascha knew what being a concubine entailed. He’d known he’d have to go to bed with Lord Jannik—he’d been instructed and admonished to keep himself untouched because of it, as, in the old traditional ways, concubines were required to go to their contracted untouched. And if those traditions had loosened over the years, his parents didn’t believe they should’ve. Sascha had never felt any particular desire to go to bed with anyone he’d ever met, but he’d known what would be expected of him. He just hadn’t anticipated someone so vile.

      “I can imagine.” After a brief pause, Romilly said, “I hadn’t heard your parents had contracted for you.”

      “It happened a few months ago. They’d been looking, of course, and I don’t know how long they’d been negotiating with him, but they finalized everything a few months ago.” He’d been calm at the time. Why wouldn’t he have been? He’d been raised for such a fate.

      “I wish I’d been here.”

      Now he looked up to meet Romilly’s gaze, so concerned. He needed to pull himself together, if for no other reason than Romilly shouldn’t have to worry about him. “You had important work, and you couldn’t have changed their minds. I was always meant for this.”

      “You weren’t meant for him,” Romilly spat out vehemently. Then they visibly calmed themself. “What do you know about Lord Jannik? Did your parents say anything before you came here?”

      “Just basic things. Where he lived, his clan, his family. Why?” It came to him as soon as the word left his mouth, his thoughts sluggish. He gasped. “He’s been arrested for treason.”

      “Yes.”

      “They told me almost nothing.” The lack of knowledge had made his anxiety worse, but he’d dismissed it, assuming everything was normal, that nerves were normal. When he’d gotten here, though, even before, when Hannes came for him… “Did my parents know?”

      “Did they give you any indication they did?”

      He didn’t want them to have known, didn’t want them to be involved. His parents wouldn’t have been party to treason…would they? No, he couldn’t think such a thing of his own parents.

      His horror must have shown on his face because Romilly squeezed his hands. “I know. They’re your parents. I don’t want to think it either, but we have to consider it.”

      Sascha’s gaze strayed to the three others in the room. He’d almost forgotten their presence for a moment. But they were still there—the king and his soldier and the other man, whoever he was—listening and likely watching too. Were they waiting for Sascha to incriminate his parents?

      “Sascha.” Romilly squeezed his hands again, drawing his attention. “I know. I do. But this plot, what Jannik is part of… It’s bad. And others are involved. Your parents might not be among them, and if not, we need to rule them out too.”

      Sascha took a deep breath. If one of the others had said the same to him, he wouldn’t have trusted it. Perhaps he should have trusted his king—he hadn’t heard anything about King Lysander to make him doubt he deserved loyalty—but they were his parents. Even if they had sent him into this situation.

      “They never said anything in my hearing, nothing that sounded suspicious,” he said finally. “They were quite pleased about Lord Jannik wanting me. I didn’t get a say in whether they accepted his offer or what the contract said, but I didn’t expect to, so I don’t know if that is suspicious. I…”

      “You what?” Romilly asked gently when Sascha trailed off.

      “I…I started wondering if they knew how he was. If they knew I’d be treated with such disrespect. Threatened and humiliated. I kept trying to convince myself they couldn’t have known what he was like or they wouldn’t have agreed to it. But if they did…why would they go through with it? Why wouldn’t they turn him down? Unless they were getting something big out of it.”

      And if they were conspirators with Lord Jannik or trying to get his favor in this scheme? How big was the plot anyway? What had Lord Jannik been trying to do?

      “I have to admit I wondered the same.”

      Sascha’s heart sank at their words.

      “We’ll find out the truth,” Romilly said finally. “Try not to worry. If they haven’t done anything, nothing will happen to them.”

      “And if they have done something?”

      “You must know the punishment for treason.” The king answered, not Romilly, his deep voice clearly pronouncing the words into the silence of the room until it seemed they echoed around Sascha from all sides.

      Punishment for treason was death.

      He drew in a shaky breath. The king might not have meant the statement as a question, but he was the king and Sascha had to answer. He only wished he could manage to put more strength into his voice. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      His parents couldn’t be involved in treason, could they? What reason would they have to do such a thing? He returned his gaze to Romilly. “Can you tell me what happened? What he did?”

      Romilly turned to the king. “May I, Your Majesty?”

      King Lysander watched Sascha for what felt like a long time, his mahogany gaze intense. When he turned his attention to Romilly, Sascha nearly sagged, as if he were a puppet with his strings cut. “Tell him, but don’t go into too much detail.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “You two and Kirill, stay here. The commander and I are going to go question Jannik. I’ll call for you when I need you.”

      The king strode from the room, taking the commander with him. The other man—Kirill—remained behind. He studied Romilly and Sascha for a moment, his green gaze keen, before he spoke. “Would you prefer I left? I can step outside and give you some privacy.”

      “Yes, thank you, Kirill,” Romilly said.

      Kirill nodded. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

      They waited while Kirill crossed the room and left, closing the door behind himself. Then Romilly turned back to Sascha. “Now, before anything else, tell me if you’re all right. Really all right, not what you think I want to hear.”

      Sascha laughed, but it sounded creaky to his own ears. “I wouldn’t, not with you.”

      They smiled, gently again as if Sascha were breakable—and oh, how Sascha wished breakable wasn’t how he felt. “I didn’t think you would, but I have a feeling they’ve been instructing you in proper behavior even more than usual lately.”

      “They wanted to make sure I was ready, that I wouldn’t bring shame on the family.”

      Romilly frowned. “We’ll get back to that in a moment. Are you all right?”

      “Yes. But today has been…a lot.”

      They seemed to relax a fraction. “Jannik didn’t hurt you?”

      He shook his head. “He grabbed my chin, kissed me. Mostly, he made sure I knew he could do whatever he wanted to me, and I couldn’t do a thing about it.”

      Romilly’s frown was back, deeper this time, and their eyes flashed. They pushed a lock of hair behind their ear. It seemed to have escaped from the tie they’d bundled it back with. “I’m going to take a good, long look at that contract.”

      Sascha didn’t argue. He wouldn’t mind a glance himself—since his parents had signed it before he’d come of age, they’d dismissed any questions or desire to see it he’d expressed. Romilly would give him the details, at least, if he still couldn’t get his hands on the document. Or didn’t understand it.

      “Will you tell me about the treason now?” he asked, his thoughts bouncing to another topic without his permission.

      “All right.” Romilly paused for a moment, seeming to sort out their thoughts—or perhaps just what they believed King Lysander would allow them to tell Sascha. “We have information that a group within Ivria wants us to stop hiding, to stop hiding the dragon Talent.”

      Sascha’s mind went utterly blank for a moment as he stared. They wanted to what? He wasn’t sure if there was a law in Ivria that forbid revealing the existence of the dragon Talent and of Ivria itself to anyone outside the kingdom, but if not, it had been a tenet of their society since its birth. Hundreds of years ago, those who possessed the magical Talent allowing them to change themselves into dragons had lived in all the lands of the world. Then the dragon hunts began. People who feared the dragon Talent or wanted to control it hunted down those who had it, trying to kill or capture them. Those possessing the Talent fled with their allies, searching for a place of safety. They found land in the middle of an impassable mountain range—impassable except by flight—and took refuge there. Eventually, Ivria was founded, and their society grew from those beginnings.

      Through all the years, even after dragons faded into legend in the outside world, and some Ivrians began venturing out of Ivria to study or find others like them who might have managed to survive there, their one rule was to never tell anyone of the dragon Talent or of Ivria’s existence. Everyone knew their safety depended on it. Everyone knew their history.

      “But…why?” And if they wanted Ivria to stop being a secret, why plot? Couldn’t people talk about it, talk to the king, come to some sort of agreement? Perhaps he was naive to think it, or perhaps the group was conspiring against the king because they knew most Ivrians didn’t agree with them.

      Romilly bit their lip. “I don’t know how much His Majesty considers details I shouldn’t tell you… We discovered a plot in which the conspirators wanted not only for us to stop hiding but to also…begin conquering, I suppose. They seem to feel the dragon Talent makes us superior to our neighbors.”

      Sascha shook his head, disbelief robbing him of his voice once more.

      “We managed to stop them from plunging us into war, but the people who were caught weren’t the only conspirators, and the plotting went much further. I’m sorry I’m being so vague.”

      Sascha waved a hand, though his mind still spun. “I understand.”

      “Thank you. Now you know why we’re here. King Lysander must find the rest of the group, and we learned Jannik is a part of it.”

      “And you’re wondering if my parents are part of it.”

      “I’m hoping they aren’t.” Romilly sighed. “But we have to consider it because this plot is a danger to King Lysander and Ivria. Everyone Jannik had dealings with is going to be investigated. That includes your parents.”

      He nodded. “Signing the contract with him makes it more suspicious.”

      Romilly watched him for a moment. “You think so too.”

      Sascha sighed and slumped down in the uncomfortable chair. “I don’t want to.”

      “Did you hear anything at home about why they were so pleased with the match?” Romilly pressed gently.

      Sascha appreciated the care and hated that he couldn’t be helpful. “They didn’t talk in front of me, except to tell me it was happening. You know them—they’re traditional to the point of being backwards. They have two sons who inherited the dragon Talent whom they treat as important members of the family. My sisters and I didn’t, so we’re only good for marriage or concubinage, to bring wealth and connections to the family.”

      “You know that’s not true,” Romilly said fiercely.

      “So you’ve always told me.” Sascha smiled, trying to keep the sadness, the bitterness, from showing. He would’ve liked his family to see him as Romilly did. He would’ve liked to have a choice. “But you know what their beliefs mean. The girls and I are practically locked away. We certainly aren’t asked for our opinions or given any important information.”

      Romilly’s expression took on a knowing edge. “And that means you never get it?”

      Sascha rolled his eyes. “Of course it doesn’t. A lot can be learned by walking softly and keeping one’s ears open, and talking to the maids.”

      “But nothing about Jannik,” Romilly said slowly.

      He frowned. “No. And thinking about it now, that’s odd. None of us overheard anything about him, and we did try.”

      “It sounds as if they were being especially careful when talking about him.”

      Sascha didn’t like the sound of that. “Maybe.”

      Romilly sighed. “Try not to worry too much. King Lysander is fair. He isn’t going to punish them for no reason. They’ll be investigated and questioned.”

      “My siblings too,” he said dully.

      “Yes. And, like I said, if nothing is found, they’ll be exonerated.”

      He worried about the other possibility, but he nodded.

      “All right. Why don’t we get you something to eat? Are you hungry?”

      “Not really.” Sascha twisted his hands in his cloak, then let go and tried to smooth the creases. The material would be ruined at this rate, and it was such a pretty cloak too. He loved pretty things, had been so happy to be given new clothing before he left home. “What will happen to me now? Will I go home?”

      “I don’t know. Jannik committed treason.”

      And he would be executed. As horrible as the man was, Sascha still didn’t want to think about it.

      “Yes.”

      “Well.” Romilly spoke slowly again, as if choosing their words with care. “When someone commits treason, all their wealth and land and possessions become the property of the crown. That includes any contracts or agreements they’ve entered into. King Lysander holds the contract now, so he’ll have to decide what to do about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Lysander stared down at Jannik, who knelt in the center of what had once been his study. Something about the room and the way it was decorated gave the impression of cold despite the roaring fire in the hearth, or perhaps it was just the man in front of him.

      “Your Majesty, forgive me, but I don’t understand what is happening.”

      Lysander was surprised Jannik didn’t choke on the words. “I won’t beg forgiveness when I say I seriously doubt that.”

      Jannik’s eyes went wide. “Your Majesty!”

      “Spare me your protests. You know exactly why we’re here. You and your guards certainly fought hard enough as you tried to escape.”

      “We didn’t know who was attacking! My guards were only trying to defend my home—“

      “Soldiers wearing the king’s badge? Proclaiming they were here in my name?” Lysander interrupted, gesturing at Alan in his uniform, looming over Jannik. “Don’t treat me as if I’m stupid, Jannik. You know exactly what you’ve done and why we’re here.”

      Jannik said nothing, simply stared back at him. The brazenness of the look did nothing to cool Lysander’s ire. Though little could’ve when he thought of what Jannik and the others had been doing.

      “We know, Jannik. The plot you and your fellows set into motion in Tournai, trying to plunge Ivria into war and force us to reveal our Talents, has been discovered and stopped. Two members of your conspiracy died; another is in our custody. We have their papers, which led us to you.” Lysander made each statement firmly but emotionlessly. He would not let loose his fury on this man, not unless such a display would help.

      Shock flitted across Jannik’s face. He hadn’t known their plan had fallen apart. Lysander wasn’t surprised but was glad to have his assumption confirmed.

      “We know you’ve committed treason, and you won’t be talking yourself out of the charge. In fact, the only talking you’ll be doing is telling us every detail of your conspiracy. Everyone involved. All your plans.”

      Jannik’s expression settled into defiant lines. “Never.”

      Lysander let a cold smile spread across his face. “Oh, I think you will. You can do it voluntarily here with us—which will be far more pleasant for you—or you can do it later with someone asking the questions who will be far less kind.”

      “Are you going to be kind to me, Your Majesty?” Jannik asked with narrowed eyes.

      “You’re going to be punished for your crimes. How painful everything is leading up to that point is your choice.”

      “I’ll tell you nothing,” he spat.

      “So be it. I’ll find out anyway.” He gestured to the soldiers behind Jannik. As they dragged him to his feet, Lysander continued, “And, of course, all your lands, possessions, and wealth are now the property of the Crown.”

      Jannik sputtered protests as the soldiers dragged him from the room. Lysander doubted his confinement would convince him to talk, but he would find out all Jannik knew one way or another. For now, they would search Grau from top to bottom.

      “He seems more upset at the loss of his possessions than at the other consequences of his treason,” Alan remarked. “Odd priorities.”

      “I wonder if he still thinks he can talk himself out of this.”

      “If he does, he’s gone about it in a poor way. He’s all but admitted his guilt.”

      “I know, and I certainly don’t plan on letting him get away with it.” Lysander shrugged. “Let him think he can. Perhaps his delusions will help us in the long run.”

      “And in the short run?”

      “We tear this place apart. If he’s hidden anything, I want to see it.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. Would you like me to organize a search or would you prefer to conduct it yourself with Master Kirill and Honorable Romilly?” Alan asked.

      “Leave the study and Jannik’s bedchamber for us, but task your people with searching the rest of the castle. It will take us long enough with several searching.” Lysander rounded the desk. “You still have people questioning the servants?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. So far, no information about treason but plenty about how horrible Jannik is. I’ll have a report for you.”

      Lysander nodded. “Good. I want to talk to his man of business myself, or perhaps have you and Kirill do so. I still believe he’s the only one who might have some idea of what Jannik has been up to.”

      “Do you want him brought up now?”

      Hannes was being held in the cellars just as Jannik was. There were far too many small stone-walled rooms with the look of cells down there. Lysander wanted to believe they were storage rooms, but he couldn’t help wondering. At least it gave them places to keep Jannik and Hannes.

      “Not yet. I want him nervous, and I don’t think he’s been down there long enough for reality to have set in.” He sat in the chair behind the desk. Unlike the miserably hard chairs in the room where he’d left Romilly, Kirill, and Sascha, this one was almost extravagantly luxurious.

      “Probably not, Your Majesty. The man is a piece of work from what I’ve seen. He’s a match for Jannik.”

      He glanced at Alan, who remained standing in front of the desk, back straight, nearly at attention. “We’ll get him to talk.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      “Good. I’m going to begin going through Jannik’s papers. I could use Kirill and Romilly, if they’re finished speaking with their cousin.”

      “I’ll let them know, then check in with my people.”

      “Thank you, Commander.”

      Alan bowed and started toward the door, but stopped almost immediately. “If Romilly and their cousin are done, what should I do with Sascha? It seems like cruel punishment to leave him in such an unwelcoming room.”

      Lysander bit back a curse. He hadn’t thought of it. “You’re right. Where did you have him before?”

      “A small parlor. We separated him from the servants once we realized who he was, and it was the most convenient place at the time.”

      “See if he’s comfortable returning there.” Lysander leaned back in the chair. “I don’t believe he’s involved in this. His parents very well may be.”

      “For what it’s worth, my instincts are telling me the same,” Alan said. “His parents obviously adhere to some of the worst of the old ways. Giving him no choice or say in his future. Keeping him sheltered and secluded. My guess is anyone in that family who didn’t develop the dragon Talent is good only as a bargaining chip or brood mare.”

      Lysander sighed. “I think you’re right, but I thought we’d progressed past those beliefs. Romilly’s branch of the family doesn’t hold with those particular traditions, as far as I know.”

      “There are some people who stubbornly resist all change. It doesn’t always matter if another part of the clan, even the clan head, has let those ways go. If Sascha’s branch of the family tree is a bit isolated from the rest and headed by one of those stubborn people, I’m not surprised at what they did.” Alan shrugged. “I am surprised at their choice of partner for Sascha. Based on his face alone, they could’ve found a better match—someone more highly placed—or even a good marriage. But they contracted with Jannik.”

      “He either gave them a sum of money they were desperate to have or they were currying favor with a member of the conspiracy they had joined. Or both.” He hadn’t wanted to say all of it in front of the young man—who, yes, was exceptionally beautiful—but he’d been thinking it. And they’d certainly implied enough for Sascha to catch on. He seemed quick as well as lovely. “One of the things I’m looking for is the contract Jannik and Sascha’s parents signed.”

      “Probably a good idea.” Alan bowed again. “By your leave, Your Majesty?”

      “Yes, go on. Find out if you can where the daughter went. There’s probably correspondence about the marriage here too. We’ll need to speak to her and look into the husband’s family as well. Jannik isn’t the type to confide in his daughter, but she might know something, and he might be making connections with others who are a part of this.”

      As he suspected Sascha’s parents had.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. I’ll see if anyone knows where his son is as well.”

      “We need to retrieve him before he learns of his father’s capture and runs.”

      “If he’s innocent or wants to appear so, he might come after his father,” Alan suggested.

      Lysander frowned. “Possibly. Let’s find him anyway. I don’t want to take chances.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”
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      Alone, Lysander turned to the desk in front of him. He started with what was out on the surface, though he doubted anything pertaining to treason would be lying about. Jannik did not keep a neat desk. Lysander began sorting what he could see by subject—estate records, correspondence, and so on. All of it would have to be scrutinized, especially the correspondence, but he’d prioritize to start. The center drawer held paper, pens and ink, and wax and seals. He ran his hands along the inside of the drawer searching for anything hidden or secret compartments. Finding nothing, he turned to the drawers on either side.

      Kirill came in and bowed as he was tugging on the last of them. Lysander glanced up at him. “These are all locked. I don’t suppose you can pick a lock?”

      “You need Romilly for that,” Kirill said seriously. “They’re getting their cousin settled, then they’ll be along. In the meantime, I can help you search for a key.”

      “Check those cabinets, if you can get into them, both for the key and for anything else of interest.” Lysander turned back to the desk, this time in search of a key for the locked drawers. Perhaps Jannik had it with him—he’d have to ask Alan what was found when they searched Jannik.

      Romilly glided into the study while Lysander was half under the desk, and Kirill was pulling ledgers out of the one cabinet he’d been able to get into. Romilly lifted one slender red brow as they surveyed the scene in front of them.

      “Kirill tells me you can pick locks. Get us into these drawers,” Lysander snapped out, maybe more sharply than he should have. But Romilly was forgetting themself a little.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” They came closer. “If you’ll allow me?”

      Lysander climbed to his feet and moved away so Romilly could take his place behind the desk. Romilly pulled a hairpin from the simple style they’d confined their red hair into today and knelt. They set to work immediately, an expression of intense concentration on their face.

      Lysander watched Romilly. But despite his curiosity about this skill of Romilly’s, his mind wandered almost immediately to Sascha. He’d noticed earlier how the cousins resembled one another, but Lysander had never experienced the immediate attraction he’d felt for Sascha in regard to Romilly. He’d certainly noticed Romilly’s beauty and would have been tempted by the possibility of an affair with them if they’d expressed any interest, but Romilly hadn’t and Lysander himself wasn’t interested enough to ask.

      Sascha, though… Lysander was only now realizing how strong his desire for Sascha was already. And he shouldn’t be. Sascha was confused and upset—in the small amount of time he’d been in contact with Jannik, the man had obviously scared and disturbed him. Then, there was the old-fashioned contract that harkened back to the earliest days of Ivria and the possibility of Sascha’s family being involved in treason. The slim possibility Sascha was involved himself should doubly keep Lysander away. Bedding someone with a part in a plot against him was a bad idea.

      “Got this one.” Romilly’s statement interrupted Lysander’s thoughts, and when he focused again, Romilly was tugging one of the drawers open. “If you’ll let me get the other one on this side, I can move out of your way and work on the others, Your Majesty.”

      Faint surprise washing through him, Lysander waved at them to finish and went to Kirill, who seemed amused. “Have you found anything?”

      “Mostly estate records. I found the contracts for his concubines.” Kirill held out a sheaf of paper tied with black string.

      “Concubines? More than one?”

      “Not at once, Your Majesty, or at least not that I’ve seen. It seems Jannik has had a series of them over the years.”

      Lysander flipped through the papers, noting dates. The contracts went back decades. His eyebrows went up. Such a thing wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t common either, especially in these numbers.

      “I heard he likes them young,” Romilly remarked from their position at the desk. They pulled open another drawer. “Perhaps he discards them when they get too old for him.”

      Disdain and disgust dripped from every word, and well deserved. “Your cousin’s contract is here.”

      Romilly glanced up as they moved to the drawers on the other side of the desk. “May I look at it, Your Majesty? I told him I would, and I think he’d like to as well. He was never given the opportunity.”

      Lysander didn’t blame Romilly for the anger simmering under the surface of their polite tone—he’d be angry too if Sascha were his family. “I’d like to read through it myself, but you’re welcome to study it after. Sascha as well.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Romilly went quiet again as they fiddled with the next lock. Lysander turned to the contract as Kirill sorted through estate records and began skimming through it, making note of provisions he wanted to study further. When he got to compensation, he began to read more closely. Money or other goods often exchanged hands in marriage and concubinage agreements, often in both directions, these days to make certain the less wealthy spouse or concubine had some measure of independence. While Jannik had given a sum of money to Sascha’s parents, Lysander saw no provision for Sascha. His parents might have done so privately, but most wanted everyone’s rights in the relationship laid out clearly. The sum itself, while not obscene, wasn’t inconsiderable. He still believed Sascha’s parents might have been able to find a more attractive offer, but the money could have swayed them, especially if their financial situation was precarious.

      Lysander frowned as he read further. It was a five year agreement without an option to continue the arrangement. He flipped to the others in the stack and found the same clauses—he also found the ages of Jannik’s prior concubines. Some were only a little younger than Sascha, but some were quite a bit younger, too young for such an arrangement. Romilly had been correct. Jannik liked his concubines young, and he discarded them when they became too old for his tastes.

      Forcing down his disgust, Lysander turned to the rest of Sascha’s contract. There were no protections for Sascha, even aside from the lack of monetary considerations. While Sascha was here, he had no right to leave, no right to contact anyone outside this castle. No right to do anything without Jannik’s permission. It had the worst provisions of the concubinage agreements of long ago, provisions Ivria had rejected. Had such things actually been outlawed? Lysander made a note to look into the matter—such things couldn’t be allowed to occur.

      Why had Sascha’s parents signed a document so lacking in protections for their son? They couldn’t believe Jannik was highly placed enough to make up for these terms—if it were Lysander, no amount of money or position could compensate him for subjecting one of his children to this. Sascha’s family moved up higher on his list of those potentially involved.

      “I have the daughter’s betrothal agreement,” Kirill said. “Everything here seems to be legitimate, nothing criminal.”

      “And I have the last of the drawers open.” Romilly climbed gracefully to their feet and dusted off the knees of their pants. “Would you like me to search them, Your Majesty?”

      “Look at your cousin’s contract and then take the left side.”

      He handed off the pages as Romilly expressed their thanks. “Actually, read through all of them. See if anything jumps out at you, and take note of the names. I don’t know how far back this conspiracy goes, but I’m not taking any chances. We’ll have to look into everyone.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Romilly took the contracts and retrieved pen and paper from the desk. Then they settled at a small table in the corner, out of Lysander’s and Kirill’s way, and immediately became absorbed in the documents.

      Lysander left them to it and began ransacking the desk drawers Romilly had opened—he wasn’t going to ask how Romilly had learned the skill, but he wasn’t going to complain either. He set aside more stacks of documents and correspondence, each tied with a different color string, to review later. Several velvet pouches sat in one drawer. He dumped out one after another on the desk and found mostly gold and silver coins, but also some gems, the majority unset with a few pieces of jewelry mixed in. He’d have wondered if the jewelry was meant as gifts for Jannik’s daughter for her wedding if she hadn’t already left. And from the way Jannik had treated Sascha upon his arrival, Lysander couldn’t imagine any of it was meant for him, though the sapphires would suit him. So why were such valuable items here? As payments? For ease of access in case Jannik had to flee? Would they find similar stashes when they searched his bedchamber? Lysander wouldn’t be surprised.

      In a lower drawer, he came across a wooden box on top of another pile of folded papers. He pulled all of it out and set it on the desk. The little box wasn’t locked or secured in any way, so Lysander flipped up the lid and found a set of seals on a bed of black velvet. He took one out and examined it, frowning. Unlike the one he’d found in the unlocked drawer, this seal was not marked with the device of Jannik’s title and clan. He’d never seen this symbol before.

      “Kirill, take a look at this. Have you ever seen a mark like this?” He handed the seal to Kirill when he came to the desk. Romilly looked up from their work but didn’t move.

      Kirill studied the seal carefully before passing it to Romilly who gave it the same careful attention.

      “Well?” Lysander asked.

      “I think I saw it on a note tucked into the back of one of the journals we found,” Romilly said. Romilly and Kirill had discovered journals written in code by one of the participants in the treasonous plot. Those journals had led them to Jannik.

      Kirill took it back and scrutinized it once more. He shook his head. “I don’t remember, but I trust your memory of it.”

      “We can match it up when we get back,” Lysander said, holding out his hand for the seal again. He turned it over in his fingers absently before staring at the symbol again. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s something the conspirators use though. Jannik kept it in a locked drawer. His regular seals aren’t under lock and key.”

      “It does seem suspicious, Your Majesty,” Kirill said. “Were those papers with it?”

      “Yes.” He turned his attention to the pile of papers that had been tucked under the box. When he unfolded the first one, he found what looked to be a letter, but completely incomprehensible. “Written in code. The same one as the journals?”

      He handed it across the desk to Romilly, who studied it carefully. “I believe so. I can try to decode it for you. I brought my notes on the code with me.”

      “Later.” Lysander unfolded each sheet in the stack and found more letters written in code. “We need to know what they say, but there’s quite a stack here and plenty of work all over to keep us busy.”

      The task ahead just here, searching Jannik’s home and gathering every bit of information from it, was daunting. Never mind everything after. He wished he had brought more people with him, but he was hesitant to trust anyone beyond a select few. Lysander was trying not to wonder what he’d do without Kirill and Romilly when they left Ivria again. He had to determine who else he could trust and soon.

      “Of course, Your Majesty. Whenever you like,” Romilly replied.

      “Finish reviewing those contracts first. We have to search Jannik’s bedchamber.” Lysander surveyed the wreckage of books and papers and other assorted items they’d created in this room. Should they finish here first, or would it be best to search that room now and look through everything they found at once? He shouldn’t be having such trouble making the decision.

      “Perhaps you should stop for a meal first, Your Majesty,” Alan said from the doorway. Lysander hadn’t even heard him open the door—dangerous in an uncertain situation, despite the soldiers stationed outside. “It’s been hours.”

      Now that Alan had brought up food, Lysander’s stomach reminded him stridently how hungry he was. He sighed. “Yes, I suppose a meal and a short break would be helpful. Is there food?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty, and it’s even edible. I’ve had a meal laid out in the dining room.”

      “Managing me?” he asked Alan with a raised brow.

      Alan’s face remained bland. “You need to eat, Your Majesty.”

      “Yes, fine. Let’s all take a break. We can start again after the meal.” He wasn’t even certain what meal it was meant to be. How long had they been here? He stood and beckoned Romilly and Kirill to accompany him.

      “Has Sascha eaten?” Romilly asked Alan.

      Alan frowned. “I don’t believe so, but I can have food brought to him.”

      “If Your Majesty would permit me, I should eat with Sascha,” Romilly requested. “I don’t like leaving him alone for so long. He’s had a trying day in ways he never imagined.”

      “He can eat with us.” Lysander started for the door. “Be careful what you say in front of him with regard to our purpose here and what we’ve found. I don’t believe he’s involved, but I’d prefer we err on the side of caution.”

      “I appreciate your allowing him to eat with us, Your Majesty.”

      Lysander turned to Alan as they left the study . “Do you have keys to the various rooms in the house?”

      “At the moment, I believe I’m the only one who does. I personally relieved Jannik and Hannes of their keys. The housekeeper volunteered the other sets.” He shook his head before Lysander could say anything. “Of course I know she might not have been truthful. We’re watching, but the staff has been nothing but cooperative. Some are understandably afraid, and still they aren’t obstructing us.”

      “All right. Do you have the key for the study?” Lysander accepted the key Alan gave him and locked the door behind them. A soldier remained on guard outside the room, but Lysander felt better with the door locked as well.

      “I’ve secured Jannik’s bedchamber,” Alan said as he led them to the dining room. “It will be undisturbed until you’re ready to see it.”

      “Good. Romilly, why don’t you go get Sascha?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” But Romilly hesitated. “He asked me what was going to happen to him, if he was going to be sent home. I told him it’s your decision, Your Majesty, and I didn’t know.”

      “It is my decision, and I don’t know what it will be. But he can’t go home, not yet.”

      Would he want to go home, knowing his parents hadn’t cared who they were selling him off to?

      “Unless we can keep knowledge of Jannik’s arrest from filtering outside these walls, they’re going to find out,” Kirill remarked.

      “That’s why no one is leaving here yet.” It wouldn’t be a permanent solution, and if someone came visiting, they would be in trouble, but it was all he had at the moment. They had to move quickly, far more quickly than they were. “Get Sascha. We need to eat so we can go back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Sascha didn’t know what to do with himself.

      Romilly had left him in a small sitting room, which was at least comfortable. But he’d been left alone. There was a soldier outside in the corridor—Sascha had no idea if she was there to keep him in or others out or for some unrelated reason. And he didn’t plan on asking.

      He’d finally taken off his cloak and laid it over one of the room’s chairs. Though this room was pleasantly warm with the fire crackling in the hearth, he’d still had to force himself to do it. Curling up inside the cloak—hiding under it—had been comforting. Safe, somehow. But he couldn’t stay that way forever. If anything could calm him, it had to be knowing Jannik wouldn’t be touching him, ever. And Romilly was here. Romilly wouldn’t leave him on his own to flail about in this situation he didn’t know how to navigate. He just had to calm down and think.

      Sascha began to pace the small room, the low heels of his shoes rapping against the stone floor for a few steps before being muffled by the carpet in the center of the room. He counted his steps as he walked the pattern, onto the carpet and off it again, timing his breathing to his steps. The repetition was soothing. Nothing had prepared him for today. He’d been educated. Not the way Romilly had, of course. Romilly had been sent to school. Sascha had been taught at home to a point and had furthered his education by reading books from the house library or sent to him by Romilly. His parents hadn’t cared for it—they believed he and his sisters didn’t need much more than social graces, an ability to make polite conversation, and an extensive though theoretical knowledge of what would be expected of them in the bedroom. It was only because of his grandfather that his reading had been allowed. Perhaps if he’d been less isolated…

      But, really, how did anyone prepare for walking into an arrest for treason? How did anyone come to terms with his parents potentially committing treason?

      Was it selfish to wonder what was going to happen to him?

      He stopped in the middle of the room, deliberately slowing his breathing again.

      No, no it wasn’t. He had to think of himself. No one else would. Romilly would do their best, but they had more important things to worry about. Sascha’s parents had certainly been looking out for themselves more than Sascha when they’d sent him here, even if treason hadn’t been involved. So he had to look out for himself. Which meant calming down and beginning to deal with this situation as logically as he could.

      Sascha wasn’t brilliant like Romilly, and he wasn’t as educated. But he wasn’t stupid, and he did have all those social graces to rely on. Courtly manners and an ability to hide emotions were a start if he could only collect himself. He took slow, deep breaths.

      Trivial as it seemed at the moment, the first thing he wanted to know was where his trunk had been taken. A change of clothes would help. He felt grimy after the journey. He’d assumed he would arrive and be able to clean up and change in order to make a good impression—he’d already chosen clothing. Sascha had wanted to make a good impression, to make this arrangement work. He hadn’t expected to be ordered…

      No, he wouldn’t think about it. And he wouldn’t allow himself to flinch at the thought of going somewhere in this castle to bathe and change because of the way that vile man had treated him. He could clean up and put on the clothes he’d been planning to wear—clothes that had been given to him for his new life, which should’ve put him off them except he’d adored them from the beginning—and make it his armor for the next time he saw the king. He would make a good impression on King Lysander to make up for the king’s first sight of him.

      As he began to calm, embarrassment surged through him. Sascha's face burned as he thought of how the king had first seen him. He’d never imagined he would meet the king at all, and when he actually had, instead of being poised and graceful, he’d been shaking and near tears. A glance in a mirror hanging nearby showed him his appearance now wasn’t much better. His clothing was crumpled, though the white and pale blue of his jacket and narrow pants remained pristine. His eyes were still red from battling tears and his face was almost as vibrant a shade as his hair.

      He supposed it was possible for him to have made a worse impression on the king—a king who held his future and his family’s future in his hands more directly than ever—but he wouldn’t want to contemplate how.

      Sascha went to the mirror and stared at his reflection. He took deep breaths as he smoothed his clothing as best he could. Once done with that, he turned to his hair. It had fallen to his shoulders in well-ordered waves when he’d left home, but between travel and the chaos since his arrival, it had become disheveled. He frowned. Disheveled? His hair was a rat’s nest. How had it gotten so bad and when?

      Methodically, he began to comb through the waves with his fingers, wincing every time they caught on knots. He wanted his hairbrush in addition a change of clothing. Could he ask the soldier in the hallway? No. She wouldn’t have any idea what had happened to his trunk; she wouldn’t care. The king’s soldiers had important duties that did not include finding his misplaced belongings. The staff who might know the answer were likely all being questioned, probably not as carefully as he had been. Or maybe they were—he shouldn’t assume the king’s people would be cruel. They hadn’t been when they’d found him and the maid on the stairs.

      Was it wrong to hope they were harsh with Jannik and Hannes? Maybe, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to care.

      “Sascha?”

      He whirled from the mirror and pressed a hand to his racing heart when he saw Romilly in the doorway.

      Romilly looked contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s all right. I wasn’t paying attention.” Sascha tried a smile. “Is everything all right?”

      “As all right as it can be at the moment,” Romilly said. “Are you hungry? We’re taking a break for a meal, and we’d like you to join us.”

      As soon as Romilly mentioned food, Sascha’s stomach rumbled, reminding him breakfast had been a very long time ago, but the rest of what Romilly said made him hesitate. “Who would we be eating with?”

      Romilly tilted their head to one side inquiringly. “Kirill, the commander, and the king.”

      Horror washed through Sascha. He couldn’t see the king again like this. “The king?”

      “Yes. Is there a problem?”

      “No. I just…” Sascha looked down at himself. “I had hoped to clean up before I saw the king again. I wasn’t exactly at my best when you introduced me to him earlier.”

      Romilly’s expression softened. “I understand how you feel, but we’re not formal right now and His Majesty hardly expects you to dress as you normally would for a meal with the king.”

      “Still.” How could he explain how much his clothing was his armor? Like a shield and part of the mask he wore…and all of it felt dented by his earlier outpouring of emotion. He needed to start fresh.

      But there was something in Romilly’s eyes that said they understood without Sascha explaining. “Unfortunately, we can’t keep him waiting. I wouldn’t mind a change of clothes too. I dressed in a rather severe way today because it made sense, but it didn’t really feel right.”

      Romilly shrugged slightly, and Sascha felt terrible. He was complaining due to his own vanity; meanwhile, his cousin was having a day when they didn’t feel right in their own skin. “I’m sorry. I think I have a couple of ribbons in my pocket. Perhaps we could fix your hair?”

      Romilly came over to give him a hug. “Thank you for the thought, but we can’t keep the king waiting—couldn’t even if there wasn’t quite a bit of work waiting for us afterward. We’ll both have to make do.”

      “I understand.” He glanced over his shoulder into the mirror. Could have been worse. At least his cheeks were no longer bright red. “Shall we go then?”

      Romilly nodded and gestured for him to follow. “We’ll find somewhere for you to clean up and change after, if you like. And sleep. As much I would love to get this done in a day, I can’t imagine we’ll finish.”

      Sascha didn’t like the idea of staying, but he had no choice in the matter. He didn’t even know where he would go once he left. “If someone could find my things, I would appreciate it. I know everyone is busy, but I would like my trunk.”

      “I have no idea where it is, but we’ll find it.” Romilly held out a hand, inviting Sascha to come with him. “It may have been searched. We’re searching the whole castle. I don’t think anyone would’ve made an exception for your trunk, if they even knew it was yours.”

      He tried not to shudder at the thought of some solider pawing through his clothes with no regard for them, discovering his love of silk and lace and pretty things. Or, frankly, anything else about him. No, he didn’t like it one bit. So much about today felt like boundaries being crossed and pushed. “I understand.”

      Relief colored Romilly’s face. “Thank you. I am sorry it had to happen.”

      “I know.”

      Romilly embraced him briefly. “Shall we go eat?”

      Sascha assented and followed Romilly out into the corridor. As they walked, he glanced around him. Soldiers were the only people he saw. But he was calm enough now to notice more about the castle. It was…ostentatious, as if decorated by a man enamored of his own sense of importance. If the king hadn’t arrived today, if Jannik hadn’t committed treason, Sascha would be living here.

      He couldn’t regret the king’s arrival, even if it did bring with it worry for his family.
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