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Chapter One

“WHAT DO YOU have to tell us, Lord Marcus?”

Marcus sat in one of the chairs across from the pair of desks in the princes’ private office and contemplated Prince Philip. The crown prince had the look of his father and something of his manner, a commanding presence he had probably cultivated since birth. He had the dark hair and classically handsome features of the men in the royal family and the bred-in-the-bone care for this country. Which Marcus had a feeling he might have thrown over in a heartbeat for the man beside him. Prince Consort Amory was shorter and fair with large dark eyes and curling auburn hair. He hadn’t been born into royalty or even nobility, but he’d adapted to his role far better than most of Tournai’s nobility had anticipated. Marcus knew quite well what each noble family thought of the marriage, just past its third anniversary, although the princes had never asked him for the information.

“First, Your Highnesses, the prisoner taken into custody at the border hasn’t answered any questions posed to him. I was asked to try.”

The army had brought the man in from the border several days ago. Tournai was protected from magical attack by a barrier created by a web of spells. Almost no one knew of the spells in Tournai, but someone outside had apparently discovered their protection and was determined to find its weaknesses. The man had been testing the barrier, and somehow the spells had caught and held him until the army could get there. Marcus had to speak with Savarin about how he’d been caught and what weaknesses they should guard against.

Philip frowned. “We need answers from him. I can’t believe the threat has disappeared because we’ve apprehended one man at the border.”

“With all respect, Your Highness, we don’t know what the threat is yet.” Marcus glanced between the princes but returned his attention to Philip. “I’ll do everything I can to find out and quickly, but there is more than one possibility.”

“I think the possibility at the top of our minds is this man was sent by Ardunn,” Amory said in his quiet tone. “I doubt anyone will rest easy until we can rule that out. If we can.”

“It is a possibility, Your Highness, and a strong one.” The Ardunn empire was located far to their east, separated from Tournai by an impassable mountain range and the kingdom of Elleri, but Ardunn’s emperor was obsessed with conquest and seemingly interested in using Tournai as a foothold for gaining control of this half of the continent. The geographical barriers were too great to march an army in, and Ardunn had no naval power to speak of. But they routinely sent their agents into Tournai searching for weaknesses. “However, with the bandit attacks along the border over the last several months, it isn’t the only one. He might have been with the bandits. Or he could’ve been sent from Ardunn or hired by them to test the barriers. The attacks could’ve been orchestrated by Ardunn as well. Or they might be completely unrelated. For all we know, the prisoner was working on his own, unrelated to either the bandits or Ardunn.”

Marcus didn’t much care for that option, as it meant they probably had another enemy lurking, but he also didn’t think it was the most likely either.

Philip’s frown deepened, not even lightening when Amory laid a hand on his arm. “You’re not giving me much helpful information, Lord Marcus.”

“I apologize, Your Highness. All I can do at this point is present you with theories.” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. He wished he had more for the princes—he took the lack as a personal failure despite the short time he’d had this problem on his desk. “I will do everything I can to get information from our prisoner, and I have people searching for the bandits he was likely traveling with as well.”

“The army has been chasing them for months.” Amory’s remark was said without judgment for either Marcus’s people or the army.

“I’m aware, Your Highness, but my people can go unnoticed in a way the army can’t.”

Amory nodded, thoughtful, but Philip spoke. “Coordinate with Captain Loriot if you need further information, though I can’t imagine you ever lacking information.”

Marcus smiled slightly at Philip’s dry statement. “Far be it from me to ever claim I know everything, Your Highness. That would be the heights of arrogance.”

“If you say so.”

Philip didn’t explain why Marcus should see Loriot if he needed information about a situation the army was overseeing. Loriot’s power ended at the city gates when he wasn’t traveling with the princes. But Marcus could surmise.

“Is there anything else we need to know? Not only about our prisoner, of course.” Philip always phrased the question that way when he asked. Marcus didn’t blame him—there were certain things the princes didn’t need to know, which was why they had Marcus.

“Not at this time, Your Highness.” There were a dozen things Marcus could have told them, but none needed their immediate attention. If any of the rumors his people were chasing down at the university became more substantial, then he’d bring them to the princes.

Philip sat back. “All right, Lord Marcus. Keep us informed about the questioning.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

Dismissed from the royal presence, Marcus let himself into the corridor and turned his steps to the right, following the most direct route out of the wing holding the royal apartments. The princes had formal offices in the palace proper, but Marcus was more often summoned to their private study, the place they did their work, so by now, he knew the way back to the more public areas. He needed to return to the city and his work for the day, of which their prisoner was only one part. There was a meeting later with two of his agents about the whispers they’d picked up at the university, and it might be time for Marcus to find a few moments to return to work on a new truth potion.

If he could get the potion right, it might be useful with their prisoner.

In the middle of the day, these corridors were empty but for the royal guards stationed periodically along them. Marcus doubted they were ever crowded. This part of the palace saw no one except the resident members of the royal family, their guests, and those who served them. Marcus had only ever been allowed in to meet with the princes at their request. His family was lower-ranked nobility, but neither they nor he was in the princes’ inner circle.

He let part of his mind go over the changes he wanted to make to the potion, running through ingredients and proportions while the rest of his focus noted what there was to see in the hallway. The guards were alert and also unobtrusive, which was to be expected. Palace security was Loriot’s purview, and he took his job seriously. His guards were well trained, highly efficient, and well vetted before they even got that far, their trustworthiness in keeping royal matters private ensured further by magic.

Despite the palace being Loriot’s domain, Marcus had a couple of his people placed there to keep an eye on the royal family as well. Those family members who lived in the palace were closest to the princes. While Marcus didn’t expect them to pose a threat, there had been treachery of various kinds over the past few years, and he was wary of anyone trying to get too close. He’d had his people keeping their eyes on the twins—Philip’s cousins through the youngest of his father’s sisters—since they’d arrived unexpectedly back in the autumn with the intention of staying. Marcus had seen no indication they meant any harm, but knowledge was useful, and caution never misplaced.

A laugh shattered the quiet and brought Marcus’s attention fully back to his surroundings. As he approached an intersecting corridor, the two young men he’d been thinking of came around the corner. They were nearly identical in appearance with the same shade of dark hair that glowed red in the light, the same ivory skin and peridot eyes, the same delicate features, an intriguing mix of pretty and sensual. Their differences were slight, but perfectly apparent with a moment’s study. Alexander was slightly taller, and Faelen’s hair fell in loose curls while Alexander’s was a tumble of waves.

He’d made a point of finding out which of them was which. And not because of the way Alexander had looked at him the one previous time he’d been in their presence.

The way Alexander looked at him now. Curious with a spark of something more.

Alexander had been the one laughing, a joyful, delighted sound that made Marcus want to smile. He forced himself not to, forced his face to remain bland and pleasant and unremarkable. Forced himself to ignore the little lurch, the punch of attraction when he looked into Alexander’s eyes.

He had to.

Those eyes sparkled. “Good morning, Lord Marcus.”

Faelen noticed him then. A smile still flirted with his finely wrought lips, but his eyes held none of the same interest as his twin’s. Which Marcus wouldn’t have expected for many reasons—he couldn’t understand why Alexander regarded him the way he did—but mostly because Faelen had apparently taken a serious lover, which he’d subtly announced at court through his presence at Faelen’s side at the princes’ anniversary ball not long ago.

“Good morning, Lord Marcus,” Faelen echoed. “I hope you’re well today.”

Marcus bowed. “Good morning, my lords. I am, thank you, and you?”

“Very well. Thank you,” Faelen replied.

“What brings you to the palace today, Lord Marcus?” Alexander’s tone and words were as smooth as Faelen’s. The two might not have spent most of their lives at Tournai’s court, but perhaps they’d had to become even more skilled because of their years away. A foreign court wasn’t an easy place to live, even a nominally friendly one.

“A meeting with Their Highnesses.” He wouldn’t discuss the subject with anyone without the princes’ permission, and certainly not in a hallway where anyone might hear. He knew better than most the walls often had ears.

Alexander and Faelen didn’t ask, possibly because they knew the necessity of discretion too, as they should as members of Tournai’s ruling family however far removed from the throne. They did exchange a glance, so quick anyone not watching closely would’ve missed it. Some sort of information passed between them in the fleeting look, but what they shared was a mystery to Marcus.

“I’m sure you’re busy, Lord Marcus,” Faelen said. “We won’t impose upon any more of your time.”

“It’s hardly an imposition, but I’m sure you have engagements to attend.” Marcus bowed slightly again. “I’ll bid you good day.”

They returned his farewell as Faelen looped his arm through Alexander’s. Marcus refused to allow himself to turn and watch them walk away. To do so would reveal too much, to all of them. He did, however, catch a glimpse of their slender forms in a large, silver-framed mirror hanging on the wall. He didn’t allow himself more than the glimpse before continuing on his way at a brisk pace, not stopping again as he wound through the corridors and finally out into the winter chill. He had far too much to do to let himself be distracted, especially by a young royal cousin he had no business observing outside a professional capacity. And no reason to study him so closely in even that way any longer. It shouldn’t have disappointed him.

 

“DO YOU THINK Lord Marcus is here because of the man the army captured on the border?” Alexander asked as he shut the door, leaving him and Faelen alone in their sitting room.

“Maybe.”

“Probably.”

Faelen shook his head, but there was an indulgent curve to his lips. “I’m sure Lord Marcus does more for Philip and Amory than we know. There’s more happening in this country than we’re aware of.”

“I know. I’m just curious.”

“You’re always curious.” Faelen said it as if it were a bad thing.

“You’re not curious about this?” Alexander flopped into a chair.

“More concerned.” Faelen perched on the edge of a couch cushion. “If this man, whoever he is, was testing the barriers as preparation for some sort of attack…”

Alexander had known nothing about the web of spells designed to create barriers protecting Tournai from magical attack until he and Faelen had returned home in the autumn after years away. Their father was ambassador to Teilo, a kingdom far to Tournai’s northeast, and he’d brought his family with him on the posting. Upon their return, they’d found out about the spells and Savarin’s efforts to strengthen and enhance them. Very few people outside their family—and not even everyone within it—knew of the spells, which was how it would stay. Knowledge of their existence and the connection of the royal family’s Talent to them was far too dangerous to be allowed to get out. But no one knew of their Talent at all. The unique magic had fallen into the realm of legend, and it was better that way for all of them.

“I’m concerned too. But the spells stopped him, so perhaps that’s the end of it. If not, we can only hope Lord Marcus is able to find out what he was planning. If Lord Marcus is the one doing the questioning.”

Faelen fixed him with a sharp stare. “Are you more curious about what the prisoner has to say or about Lord Marcus?”

Alexander shrugged. “Who wouldn’t be curious about him?”

Faelen’s stare didn’t lose one bit of its intensity. “Plenty of people.”

“I suppose, or he wouldn’t be able to do his work—whatever it consists of.” He frowned briefly. “What does he do exactly?”

The first he’d seen or heard of Marcus was when Bastien, Philip’s cousin, had been kidnapped. Philip had called in Marcus for help, as well as Loriot. Marcus had been so calm, so confident. He’d discovered who’d taken Bastien and where. While those answers had been shocking, Marcus had found them through what was apparently an impressive skill for investigation and a network of informants or spies or whatever he called the people working for him.

Alexander could only be glad Marcus had no reason to turn their attention toward him. Of course, it also meant Marcus was unlikely to notice Alexander at all. Which was a shame—not that he wanted to be investigated, obviously, but Marcus was very attractive.

“I don’t know exactly,” Faelen said. “But he seems to be the one who finds things out when Philip needs them. Etan mentioned Marcus was the person who discovered an Ardunnian spy ring operating in Jumelle. It sounded like something Marcus keeps an eye on.”

“Interesting.” He stretched the word out. “Philip said something about Marcus having someone in every noble household. I wonder if that’s true or exaggeration.”

Faelen shrugged, a graceful motion. “I don’t know. And you didn’t answer my original question.”

Alexander sighed. “It’s only some harmless curiosity. He’s handsome, isn’t he?”

Faelen’s brow wrinkled in a little frown. “I suppose.”

He laughed and moved to the couch to lean into his twin. “Well, you wouldn’t notice with Maxen all you see.”

True as far as it went, but Faelen hadn’t found anyone physically attractive before he’d fallen in love with Maxen. He’d been able to talk with Alexander about men he thought good-looking, even if he was sometimes oblivious and sometimes uncomfortable when they directed their attention toward him. Now Faelen could ignore them with the knowledge of Maxen at his side. And unless Alexander was very much mistaken about his twin and the man Faelen had fallen in love with, they’d be married sooner rather than later.

And better to talk about that than to go any further in a direction Alexander didn’t want to travel.

“So when are you going to ask Maxen to marry you?”

Faelen sat up straighter, dislodging Alexander from his shoulder. “Alexander!”

“What? We’ve already talked about this.” Or, Alexander had brought it up before. They hadn’t had much of a discussion. “Don’t tell me you’re going to wait on him. It could be ages.”

“Alexander.” Faelen’s quelling stare was familiar, as was the affection underlying it.

He acted as if Faelen hadn’t spoken. “I suppose it’s fine if you let him propose, but you might as well do it yourself if he’s who you want.”

“He is.” And there was the look Faelen got when he thought of Maxen, at least in private—his twin was far too careful in public. Alexander was beginning to recognize the look, a bit soft and quietly joyful, utterly distinct from any of Faelen’s other expressions.

“Then there you are. You love him and want to spend your life with him.” He shrugged and leaned into Faelen once more. “But it’s your choice. Either way, let’s make sure you get a pretty ring. Something sparkly.”

Faelen laughed. “You’re so sure of this, aren’t you?”

“The ring? Absolutely.”

Faelen rolled his eyes a bit, but he was still laughing. “Me and Maxen getting married.”

“That too.” Though he’d understood what Faelen referred to in the original question immediately. “You love him, and you’re the marrying kind.”

Faelen went quiet and contemplated Alexander until he wanted to squirm. “And you? Are you the marrying kind?”

“I suppose. If I meet the right person.” He shrugged again, deliberately making the gesture as casual as possible.

“Mhmm.” Faelen dropped his head to rest against Alexander’s. “I’m sure you will. If I managed it, then you will.”

“I’m in no rush.”

“Mhmm,” Faelen said again, but he dropped the subject. “Aside from the family meeting, what are your plans for the rest of the day? When does the university come back in session?”

The university had been on break for the Midwinter holiday. Alexander wasn’t officially a student there, but he’d begun attending some lectures that were of interest to him and meeting scholars in his field of study in the weeks before the holiday. “Next week officially. There’s a lecture I plan on attending about a comparison of architectural styles across Tournai, Amaranta, and Elleri. The scholar giving it has been in Elleri for several months, so I haven’t met him yet. You can come with me if you like.”

“Maybe. It sounds as if it might be interesting.” Faelen laughed when Alexander poked him. “Yes, I know. You think they all are, but my interests lie in other areas.”

“I know. I do appreciate when you come along.” He squeezed Faelen briefly. “I promised I’d go to the theater with Elodie tomorrow. Would you like to join us? You can bring Maxen.”

“How many others are joining you?”

“Who knows? It’s Elodie. It could be a small group.”

“Or it could be half the court’s younger set.”

“True.” Alexander had learned Elodie preferred to surround herself with an adoring group in social situations. She was the undisputed leader of her set, though Alexander had been pulled into the center of it. He enjoyed socializing, but there was a limit to how much he could manage and still pursue his studies, and he didn’t always care for the people in her group. He hadn’t mentioned that to Elodie though. “Even if the group is large, it’s not a bad idea for you and Maxen to attend. You’re going to marry him at some point, and he’ll have to spend more time at court. Showing Elodie’s acceptance of him can only help as he begins to do that.”

Faelen sighed. “You’re right, I know. Maxen and I pulled in and hid from the world with each other for a long time. Which was lovely. But it does us no good if the court turns against Maxen. Some of them have enough bias against commoners.”

Faelen had fallen in love with the second son of a prominent merchant family. Maxen’s wealth opened doors for him, but there was a hidebound portion of the nobility who hated that Philip had married a commoner, thereby introducing what they saw as inferior blood into the royal succession and Amory’s family and friends into the court eye. One of those friends was Tristan, Maxen’s older brother, who had married their cousin Etan. With Faelen involved with Maxen, their grumblings might grow louder. Drawing Maxen into activities at court might help alleviate some resentment before it became too much of an issue.

Alexander put an arm around Faelen. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

 

MARCUS DIDN’T SHOW his frustration as the guards led the prisoner from the room, but once he was alone, he allowed himself to drop his impassive mask. He didn’t throw something, as much as he wanted to.

The knock on the door had him smoothing his expression as he called out for them to enter. Gauther, the person who was like his right hand, walked in and studied him. “Still not talking?”

“Not a word.” He leaned against the table. “Not even a name. It’s been a week.”

“And the truth potion is useless if he won’t answer questions.”

The truth potion couldn’t compel someone to speak. It could only force them to tell the truth once they did. Which, yes, made the potion useless in this circumstance.

“I have the guards listening at every moment, but he doesn’t even talk to himself.” Marcus hadn’t ever known anyone to be utterly silent. He’d wonder if the man could talk at all if he hadn’t been told he’d briefly yelled at the soldiers who’d taken him into custody.

“Any progress on the new potion?”

“Not as much as I’d like.” He was working on a new truth potion meant to compel the taker to speak, but he hadn’t gotten it right yet. “I need to put more work into it. Did you need me?”

“Only to give you these.” Gauther handed him a sheaf of sealed reports.

“Anything I need to know immediately?”

“We have confirmation of spies at the university, though not the extent of their operation.” Gauther’s expression said everything Marcus was thinking.

Jumelle’s university was the only one in Tournai and drew in students not only from their country but from neighboring kingdoms as well. Its scholars and sorcerers were well respected and often called on by governments, and its students included the children of nobility, wealthy merchants, and other highly ranked people. It was a treasure trove for enterprising foreign agents.

Marcus sighed and held up the papers. “I assume there are more details in here?”

“Everything we have so far.”

“Good. I’ll review them now, and then we’ll talk about strategy. At some point, I’ll have to bring this to Loriot and Their Highnesses.” Marcus frowned for another moment, thinking about all that needed to be done. “Any reports from our people hunting bandits?”

“Not yet.” Gauther shrugged. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

“Is there ever any other kind in our work?”


Chapter Two

THE ICY WIND whipped around Alexander as he stepped out of the stables, and he barely bit back a gasp. He’d ridden to the university and back today, but it hadn’t felt so cold until clouds moved in and the wind picked up in the last few minutes. He rushed across the courtyard, intent on getting inside the palace as soon as possible.

The clatter of hooves alerted him to the galloping horse, but he was almost too late to get out of the way. Someone behind him was yelling, and Alexander jumped back, his foot slipping.

A hand grabbed for Alexander before he could even blink, before he could shout, righting him and pulling him out of the way just as the rider galloped past. And then suddenly Alexander had no words to say. Marcus’s ungloved hand had found the bare skin of his wrist between his glove and the lace edging his shirt cuff. It was as if lightning arced through him, and his heart pounded even harder. Alexander’s breath caught on a sharp inhale.

Marcus’s hand was large and warm, his fingers wrapping around Alexander’s slender wrist, the gold of his skin stark against Alexander’s porcelain pale flesh. He watched the point of contact, not even breathing, for a long moment, fascinated and yearning suddenly.

He wanted this man’s hands on him everywhere.

The realization left him gasping. He’d been intrigued by Marcus since the first moment he’d seen him—the man’s competence and confidence, his calm presence in the face of crisis and royalty, had set his curiosity alight. And now he wanted far more.

He tore his gaze away from the compelling sight of Marcus’s hand on him and sent it up to Marcus’s face. His expression gave nothing away, which disappointed Alexander terribly and left him somewhat worried he’d put himself at a disadvantage. He couldn’t imagine his own face had remained impassive despite years of practice in doing just that.

Then he looked into Marcus’s eyes. They were a beautiful honeyed brown, and something moved in their depths, something hot, echoing the desire raging through Alexander. He stared into them, surprise and delight warring with desire. He loved that Marcus wanted him, maybe as much as Alexander wanted him, if that was possible.

It wouldn’t take much for him to be in Marcus’s arms. So little space separated them, and if Marcus pulled just a little on Alexander’s wrist, he would move with the cue, allowing himself to be drawn into Marcus’s arms, into a kiss.

Marcus’s eyes darkened. Did he see what Alexander was thinking? Did he want it too?

Alexander took a chance, swaying closer. Marcus seemed to lean toward him for an instant, but then he frowned. His eyes went blank, all traces of the desire there a moment ago gone as if they’d never been, and he drew back. Alexander felt the cold of the wind again, and he forced his own expression back under control, forced away anything that would make him too vulnerable, if it wasn’t already too late.

“You need to watch where you’re going, Lord Alexander. You could’ve gotten yourself killed.” Marcus’s cool tone with its hints of condescension irked Alexander far too much after what he’d seen.

“I can hardly control young idiots on horseback.” Alexander brought his chin up slightly, let his lips curve at the edges just a little in a hint of a teasing smile. “But I thank you for your rescue, Lord Marcus, and your advice. If I could have my hand back now?”

“Oh, of course.” Marcus let go immediately.

Alexander didn’t let his satisfaction at the hint of fluster in Marcus show. He had himself back under control—he’d kick himself later for ever losing it. For now, he nodded and took a step back himself, making the motion regal. For the most part, he left off the obvious trappings of royalty, since he was so far from the throne, but he knew quite well how and when to use them.

He smiled a little, letting the curve of his lips become just slightly sensual—nothing outside the bounds of propriety, but an expression of interest, nonetheless. “I won’t keep you, Lord Marcus. Thank you again, and good day.”

Alexander walked away before Marcus could say anything, hoping Marcus watched him. A royal guard caught up with him as he reached the palace door.

“My lord, are you all right?”

“Fine. I believe that was Lord Truchio’s youngest.” Who was not known for his common sense. “I doubt you can catch him, but tell Captain Loriot. I’ll have a word with Prince Philip.”

A few moments later, in the blessed warmth of the hallway, he saw Elodie coming toward him, Celeste, first among her ladies, beside her. He’d remembered Philip’s younger sister as a rather spoiled child, and if he was honest, she hadn’t grown out of it entirely. But he felt for Elodie sometimes; she seemed to feel she was being left behind by her brother and cousins. She’d never inherit the throne with Philip and Amory having one son and wanting more children, and she’d done her best to carve out her own niche at court.

She enjoyed her own circle of mostly younger courtiers, commanding their presence at her entertainments. Since Alexander was generally a social creature, obeying her summons wasn’t usually a problem. Though he was losing patience with the more vapid and shallow among them. One of whom had been the reckless rider in the courtyard. Elodie would do nothing about him, however, and a word in Philip’s ear would provoke some action before a tragedy occurred on the palace grounds.

Like the one that had almost happened. Alexander shivered.

Elodie resembled Philip quite a bit, only with a more feminine, delicate cast to her features. As always, she was dressed perfectly. Her gown was a vibrant sapphire-blue velvet, its cut at the forefront of fashion. Her dark hair was twisted back at the sides and then left to rain down her back in well-ordered curls. She wore pearls at her ears and throat.

“Hello, Alexander.” Elodie nearly trilled the greeting.

“Hello, Elodie. How are you?”

“Well, thank you. But I haven’t seen you in days.”

Alexander had to seek her out to see her; Elodie distanced herself from the family in the palace sometimes, or so it appeared. “I’ve been at the university quite a bit.”

Elodie pouted a little. “You will be at my party tonight, won’t you? You didn’t come to the theater two nights ago.”

He’d begged off, wanting to work on his project. He’d seen the play already, not that the play was the point when going to the theater with Elodie, but Alexander hadn’t felt like socializing with the group accompanying her either.

“I’ll be at the party. I’ll see if I can bring Faelen along as well, shall I?”

Her pout lifted slightly, but not entirely. “Do, and Maxen. He should come to more parties if they’re going to marry. We can’t have Faelen pulled away to the city and from court, can we?”

Something cold moved through him as she talked about Faelen—who had asked Maxen to marry him, but he resolutely refused to consider the potential implications of Faelen’s upcoming marriage at the moment. “No, we can’t. Though we all know Faelen prefers his books to parties.”

Elodie laughed. “I know. I’ve never understood him—what’s better than a party? Tell him to come with you anyway. We’ll all enjoy ourselves tonight. I’m going to have dancing, I think.”

Celeste frowned slightly. “Pardon me, Your Highness, but if you want dancing, we should see about the necessary preparations as early as possible. It’s very late to add something.”

“It isn’t much of a change.” Elodie waved her hand, dismissing her concerns.

“We might have to switch rooms,” Celeste said.

“I don’t want another room.” Elodie didn’t stamp her foot as she often had as a child, but the action was implied in the tone of her voice. She was in rare form today.

Loath as he was to get involved, Alexander couldn’t leave Celeste to handle this when he was standing right there, although Celeste appeared to have no problem doing so.

“It’s a lovely room,” Alexander said. “But perhaps a touch too small if you want space for dancing.”

Elodie pursed her lips. “I suppose you’re right.”

He bid them both goodbye and continued on, making his way through portions of the palace populated by people attending to business and courtiers trying to be seen by and among royalty. Passing through into the royal residential wing was a relief. The corridor was immediately empty, and soon Alexander couldn’t even hear the buzz of noise from outside it.

Once he was alone, Elodie’s words came back to him. Would Faelen move out of the palace and end up seeing them all less than they saw Elodie? He’d worried he might lose Faelen now he was getting married. And then told himself not to be a child—just because Faelen was marrying didn’t mean Alexander was losing him. But he couldn’t keep himself from feeling that way. He and Faelen had never been separated, had never lived apart. The idea of Faelen living elsewhere, of not seeing him every day, was almost too strange to contemplate. He’d have to get used to it though. He wanted Faelen happy, even if what brought Faelen his happiness made Alexander feel off-balance and left behind.

Really, he must be going mad if that was what he was thinking of instead of nearly being run down by a galloping horse. Or even the moment he’d had with Marcus. There was a lot to think about there. The attraction he’d seen was a pleasing development, but the layer of condescension in his voice after was less so and made Alexander want to dismiss the whole thing. He didn’t need Marcus. But the desire in his eyes had been so strong…it made giving up much more difficult.

 

MARCUS WATCHED ALEXANDER sail off toward the palace—as if he hadn’t just nearly been run down right there—in stunned silence, likely for far longer than he should have, fighting the ludicrous impulse to go after the little fool and talk some sense into him. Or kiss him, which was a horrible idea. The sound of a carriage rattling over the stone of the courtyard finally snapped him out of his reverie. He turned in time to see Cathal and his husband, Flavian, exit the carriage. Marcus had worked with Cathal—cousin to Philip and now a duke—before, as Cathal was one of Philip’s most trusted advisors.

Cathal greeted him, as Flavian, a talented artist, unloaded what appeared to be a wrapped canvas from inside the carriage. When Cathal got closer to Marcus, he frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“Lord Alexander was nearly run down just now by someone galloping through the courtyard,” he bit out.

Cathal paled. “Is he all right?”

“Fine. He wasn’t touched. Just continued right on his way.” To whatever social event he was likely heading for.

The duke’s eyebrows rose at whatever he heard in Marcus’s tone. “Did you know the rider?”

“I didn’t see. Lord Alexander might have, though he didn’t appear to be paying a lot of attention to where he was going in the first place.”

“Galloping isn’t permitted on palace grounds, so I doubt he expected this.” Cathal frowned. “We’ll have to find out who it was. If Alexander doesn’t know, Captain Loriot can talk to the stable hands.”

“Everything all right?” Flavian appeared at Cathal’s side burdened with canvas and paints and easel. Cathal took the easel from him without a word.

“Alexander had a close call. I’ll tell you on the way in.” Cathal turned to Marcus. “Thank you for letting me know.”

“Of course.” Marcus was left alone once more, but he’d wasted enough time standing in that spot. He turned for the stables again, going to collect his horse and return to his work. Cathal would take care of today’s incident. As for the inconvenient and strong attraction Marcus had felt with the touch of Alexander’s skin—was it so soft all over?—he’d put it aside immediately. An attraction to a man like Alexander was unwise, even if Marcus had been in any position to pursue a relationship.

 

THE DOOR TO Faelen’s bedchamber opened almost soundlessly. Alexander stayed still and quiet in the shadows of his corner of the window seat.

“Alexander?”

At least it was Faelen. He didn’t much fancy a conversation with Maxen in the middle of the night especially when the question of why he was awake would surely come.

“What are you doing out here?” Soft footfalls signaled Faelen’s approach.

“I could ask you the same.” Alexander finally turned from the view of the city—the full moon washing silvery light over the stone and tile of the buildings below, the glow of light globes marking the path of winding streets—and the ghostly reflection of his face in the glass. “Isn’t Maxen waiting for you in bed?”

Faelen blushed despite having no reason to. Alexander knew what they had to get up to, even if he didn’t need to think about Faelen doing it. “He’s asleep. I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d see if you were still working.”

See if he’d fallen asleep over his notebook more like. Which, admittedly, Alexander did often enough that it was a real possibility. He couldn’t blame Faelen for coming to check on him.

“No, I couldn’t focus.” He’d left his desk before he ripped what he was working on out of his notebook and shredded the page into tiny pieces.

“Are you still upset about what happened?” Faelen had been when he’d learned of Alexander’s close call in the courtyard. So had everyone, and there would be consequences for the rider. Alexander hadn’t told any of them about Marcus’s part in the aftermath.

“No.”

“What then? Isn’t your project going well?” Faelen crossed the last of the distance between them and perched on the edge of the window seat, on the side bathed in moonlight. Alexander curled his feet under him so Faelen could have more room.

Alexander shrugged. “It’s all just something to pass the time. Not important.”

Knowing nothing would come of his work was what hurt. It shouldn’t, but it did, nevertheless.

“Don’t say that. Of course your work matters.”

Alexander shook his head.

Faelen sat up straighter and fixed him with a stern glare. “Stop that now. It’s important to you, right? You’ve been working so hard.”

“It’s not going to amount to anything.”

Faelen frowned. “Where is this coming from? You love what you do.”

He did, and he worked hard at it, but everything seemed futile. He was a son of the royal family, but not a particularly useful one, like Cathal or Etan, nor was he high in the succession—which was just fine. He didn’t want to rule Tournai. But he’d spent so long making sure all anyone saw was the charming courtier, he feared it was all he could ever be. While being underestimated was helpful sometimes, it grated.

“This isn’t like you.” Faelen’s voice broke him out of his thoughts.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” Faelen leaned forward and took his hand. “I’m just worried about you.”

“You don’t have to be.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. What’s really wrong?”

Alexander contemplated Faelen’s resolute expression for a moment, then sighed. “Nothing’s wrong exactly. It’s just…everything is changing. We planned for so long to come home, but now we’re here—we’ve been here—and I feel like I’m drifting, still letting myself be tossed around in the whirl of the court.”

“You don’t get tossed around. You skillfully navigate the whirl, if not control it.” Faelen’s grin invited his own, but he only managed a half-hearted one, and Faelen’s smile drained away. “It takes time. We didn’t really think about it back in Teilo, but it does.”

“You didn’t take all that long.” Alexander was shocked at the resentment in his own voice. He opened his mouth to apologize.

“I don’t know about that,” Faelen said. “I found Maxen, which was unexpected. And I’m helping Etan with his projects into our family history and Talents, and I like the work.”

“See?”

“It doesn’t mean I have everything figured out, and it doesn’t mean you have to have anything figured out yet.” Faelen squeezed his hand. “You have time.”

“I don’t like feeling so unsettled.” They’d spent nearly half their lives in Teilo, but they’d never belonged there. Alexander had been a favorite at court and in the social scene of the diplomatic community because of the image he projected of himself, but Teilo wasn’t home. Making permanent attachments there was useless. Somehow he’d assumed everything would slot into place when they returned to Tournai, and in some ways, it had. In others, he was still floundering and trying to appear as if he wasn’t.

“I know, but it won’t be that way forever. Whatever you think, you are settling in. We both are. We have a home here in the palace. We’re strengthening bonds with family. You’re making an impression on the court. It isn’t tossing you around.”

“I don’t want the charming courtier to be all I am though. Just dancing from party to theater outing to concert and back.”

“That is not all you are or all you do. You also know very well it isn’t anywhere near as simple. How much careful training have we had for this? How much information do we find or spread strategically? You know the mood of the court and how to influence it. That’s useful. Your skill helps this family.”

He sighed. “I know.”

And he enjoyed it too—the parties and socializing, and the strategizing as well. He supposed the fact he was good at it helped. Faelen was too, but he wasn’t as enamored of the part when they had to actually socialize all the time.

“I’m not saying it’s all you should do, but don’t belittle it.” Faelen pushed his hair behind his ear. “How’s everything at the university? Have you decided what to do there?”

“Not yet.” Which was part of the problem. “I’ve attended some lectures and talked to some of the scholars. I’m not sure if I want a formal relationship there, or if I could have one.”

“Why couldn’t you? Don’t tell me you think you aren’t good enough, because I’ll have to tell you how wrong you are.”

Alexander laughed softly at Faelen’s fierce defense. “I’m not sure I fit or would ever be taken seriously, considering our family and my reputation.”

“Oh hush. If you want a place there, I know you can get one. You’re good, and you’ll show them that.” Faelen held his gaze. “But only if you want to. You have time to decide, and no one is going to tell you what to do.”

They’d left behind their parents’ expectations when they’d left Teilo, and neither Philip nor Amory—nor any of their other cousins—would push them.

“I suppose. When are you and Maxen thinking of marrying?” It wasn’t the question he really wanted to ask.

Faelen blinked a few times as he stared at Alexander. “Um, we’re not sure yet. Maybe this summer? Or late spring? We don’t want to wait too long, but we don’t want to rush either. There’s Maxen’s mother to deal with too.”

Alexander grimaced and made a noise of sympathy. He’d heard plenty about Tristan and Maxen’s mother, who had made Tristan’s life miserable before he married Etan by pushing him to remarry to a woman of her choosing or to give her his baby daughter to raise. She was currently trying to marry her daughter off in the most advantageous match she could make.

“Yes.” Faelen made a face. “In one way, she’s a little too happy for Maxen to marry me. More connections for their family.”

“And in any other way?”

“I think she would have preferred a woman for him.”

Now Alexander made a face.

Faelen shrugged. “She hasn’t said anything to me personally—I doubt she would—but she’s said something to Maxen. I think she wants grandsons to carry on the family business.”

“Well, that’s stupid. Besides, if you and Maxen want children one day, I’m sure you’ll find a way. Adopt or something.”

“Yes, there are ways if we decide to have children.”

Alexander refrained from rolling his eyes. He couldn’t see his twin not wanting children one day. Faelen had always wanted to be a father, even if he didn’t acknowledge it to himself. But he left the topic alone for the moment.

“Have you decided where you’ll live?” He dreaded the answer, but he had to ask.

“Not definitively decided yet. Is that what you really wanted to ask me?”

Alexander shrugged, as if unconcerned. “I’ve been wondering, and you haven’t mentioned it.”

“No, I suppose I haven’t.” Faelen chewed on his lip. “Maxen isn’t completely comfortable even visiting the palace, let alone with the idea of living here. I think he’d like for us to live in his house in the city.”

He tried not to show how much the thought shook him. It was silly anyway—Faelen wasn’t leaving the country, just maybe the palace. They’d still see each other. But they’d always lived as they did now, and something inside him hated the idea of having his twin so far away. Even if far was a relative term. “What do you want to do?”

Faelen shrugged. “I like his house, and I do like the idea of privacy and quiet. But I know it can’t stay as it is. If we lived there, we’d need guards and who knows what else. The palace is much more secure, and certainly large enough we could have what passes for privacy in this family. I like living here with family. And it would be very strange to live apart from you.”

“It would.”

“What?” Faelen asked when Alexander hesitated.

“It’s your life and your marriage, and you need to be happy. But I want you to stay.” It was Alexander’s turn to shrug. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“It’s all right.” Faelen smiled. “I could’ve predicted what you thought even if you hadn’t said.”

He laughed softly. “I am nothing if not predictable.”

Faelen’s smile widened. “In this anyway.”

“As long as I’m not completely predictable.”

“I doubt you ever could be, though I have a better chance than most at anticipating what you might do.”

“You have had a lot of practice.”

“Yes, I have.”

The door to Faelen’s room opened. A tousled Maxen stuck his head out. “Faelen?”

Faelen’s smile changed, softened into something reserved for Maxen. “I’m here. Just talking with Alexander. Are you all right?”

“Of course. I woke up, and you weren’t there.”

The entire way Faelen held himself changed at those words.

“Is everything all right out here?” Maxen asked.

“Fine, thanks. I’ll be back to bed in a moment.”

“Don’t rush on my account.” Maxen glanced at Alexander. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Good night, Alexander.”

“Good night, Maxen.”

They waited until the door closed, watching as Maxen shut it gently behind him, then looked at each other.

“He’s staying here more often.”

Faelen nodded. “He knows he needs to get used to the palace and the family and everything that goes with it, no matter where we live.”

“But you’re thinking maybe he might find he likes living here.” Alexander fixed his twin with a shrewd eye.

“Maybe.” Faelen rushed on. “His brother and his niece are here too, and it’s a good place to live.”

“It is.” Both he and Faelen had needed to be home in Tournai more than even they’d realized while they were living in Teilo, but neither of them had imagined how much the palace would feel like home, how different it would feel from everywhere else they’d lived. And that was all down to the people. It was a palace—comfortable and luxurious—but it wouldn’t have been a happy place without their family. “I love what we found here.”

“Me too. Maxen is a part of it, not a reason for me to leave you or the family behind. I refuse to do that.” Faelen was almost fierce when he said the words. “And Maxen wouldn’t want me to.”

As much as Alexander was still getting to know Maxen, he understood that much. “I know.”

Faelen gave his hand a squeeze before gracefully unfolding himself from the window seat and standing. “Good. And I know you’re going to figure everything out. We both are.”

“You are the smarter twin.”

“Hush. You know that isn’t true.” Faelen was frowning, though Alexander had tried to make it a joke. “You’re brilliant. You just don’t let people see it.”

“Easier that way.” They all wore masks, only letting people see certain bits of them. It was useful at court, if perhaps too easy to become the mask.

“Is it?” Faelen bent and hugged him. “Try not to stay up all night working or staring out the window, all right?”

He hated that he’d made Faelen worry about him. If he could talk to anyone, it would always be his twin, but perhaps it would have been better to discuss these things when Alexander wasn’t feeling so oddly unsettled. Nothing to be done for it now except to try to alleviate some of the concern. He smiled. “I’ll get some sleep. You go do the same before Maxen comes searching.”

“I’m surprised he came searching the first time. Mostly, once he’s asleep you can’t wake him for anything.” Faelen shook his head in what looked like fond exasperation.

Alexander’s smile became more genuine. He loved seeing Faelen happy. “I suppose it’s good the palace is spelled to protect against fire then.”


Chapter Three

“I CAN’T BELIEVE I let you talk me into this.”

“What? We look wonderful.” Alexander stepped over to stand beside Faelen in front of the full-length mirror in his dressing room.

“We look identical.”

So they did, except for the little frown pulling at Faelen’s lips.

“That was the point.” Alexander bumped his shoulder into Faelen’s, watching as one of the figures in the mirror did the same.

It was always a bit surreal when they dressed alike, which wasn’t often anymore. Mother had preferred to dress them identically when they were children, but Father had decided it needed to stop as they got older. Afterward, they sometimes did it to switch places, almost always at Alexander’s urging. He was just so amused to see if people would figure out which of them was which. Hardly anyone ever did, and they could get away with so much. They hadn’t done it in a long time, which Alexander did understand—they were adults now.

Tonight was a masked ball though. Everyone would be in disguise. They would dress in finery and cover their faces with fanciful masks and dance the night away. Why shouldn’t he and Faelen have a little fun?

Their clothing was identical down to the smallest detail of the rich, emerald-green velvet jacket and pants, the gold embroidered shoes. Alexander had insisted they put their hair up, securing it with gold combs, to disguise the slight difference between them. Their masks were exactly the same as well—intricate gold and green half masks with green-dyed feathers and a single white silk rose on the right side. They were secured with glossy green ribbons. Yes, Alexander was pleased with the effect. They looked wonderful, and no one would be able to tell them apart.

“Why is it the point?”

“Don’t be so serious! Just think of people’s faces when they don’t know who they’ve seen or how one of us can be in two places at once.” Alexander grinned. “You know it’s going to be fun.”

Faelen shook his head, but he was laughing. Trying to stifle it, but laughing. “Only you would decide this would be the most amusing way to spend a ball.”

“Well, I also plan to dance quite a bit. Perhaps flirt some.” Marcus’s face floated up in Alexander’s mind but he blinked the image away. Marcus would be at the ball—his name was on the guest list anyway, and unless something catastrophic happened, it was an assurance he’d attend.

“With anyone in particular?” Faelen fixed him with an arch look.

Alexander shrugged. “I suppose we’ll see. But if Maxen can’t tell us apart, he may be trying to flirt with me instead of you.”

Faelen rolled his eyes. “Maxen can tell us apart. He always could.”

“Even when we’re dressed alike?” Alexander teased. “I don’t think it’s something he’s had experience with.”

“Even then. Maxen will always know me.” Faelen paused for a second, watching Alexander, though not long enough for Alexander to take in Faelen’s calm certainty. “Alexander, is there someone you’re testing? Do you want to know if someone in particular will recognize you?”

He froze for a moment, breath caught in his throat, before he forced himself to breathe normally. He turned to the dressing table and sorted idly through the tangle of jewelry in the small inlaid box. “Of course not.”

“Alexander.” Faelen’s voice was soft and filled with love. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He glanced up and met Faelen’s eyes, then looked away again. “Why would anything be wrong?”

“Because you’ve pinned so much importance on appearing exactly the same tonight. I thought it was a joke, some childhood nostalgia, but you’ve pushed so hard. And now you have me worried.” Faelen put a hand on Alexander’s arm. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

“I…” He couldn’t manage another protest. “I don’t know. It’s silly.”

“I doubt that.” Faelen took his hands and squeezed gently. “What is it?”

“It’s…Marcus.”

“Marcus? Lord Marcus?” Faelen’s eyes went wide behind his mask. “I’d thought you seemed overly interested in him a few weeks ago, but then you didn’t say anything else…”

Alexander hated the whisper of hurt in his twin’s voice, knowing he’d caused it. “Please don’t be hurt. I wasn’t sure what to say.”

“This isn’t about me.” Faelen reached out and carefully freed Alexander from his mask, before taking off his own. “That’s better. Now I can see you. Will you talk to me?”

“I’m…attracted to him.” He studied Faelen briefly, but he only found his twin watching him, concern in his eyes. “It really is silly. I think he’s attracted to me too. He looks at me as if he is, acts sometimes as if he is. But then he dismisses me.”

Alexander had seen him around the palace a few times since the incident in the courtyard—had, admittedly, been keeping his eye out for him—and each subsequent interaction had gone about the same, without the potential danger.

Faelen nodded, taking his hands again in his familiar, soothing way.

“He’s said things about my age and position and the way I act. I overheard him a few days after what happened with the rider in the courtyard.” Hearing the words had hurt, even if Marcus had been mostly circumspect in what he’d said to Cathal.

Faelen’s lips twisted into an angry frown. “He doesn’t know you. And I thought he was supposed to be so clever and observant.”

“He doesn’t see me. Maybe I wanted to see if he would.” Alexander shook his head, hating himself for the sad way he was speaking, feeling, especially since nothing had ever happened between them. “But the whole thing is ridiculous. What does it matter if he can tell me apart from you?”

“Maybe it does. Maybe it doesn’t.” Faelen shrugged. “But you wanted to know if he could see that much of you, maybe to see if there was a possibility he’d want to learn the rest.”

“Maybe.” Alexander slumped against the dressing table. The idea seemed pathetic now.

Faelen shrugged again. “Well, we’ve come this far. We might as well carry on.”

“Especially since these are the only masks we have.”

“There is that.” Faelen smiled. “See what happens.”

“I’m not sure why I’m even bothering. It isn’t as if he’s the only man out there.” Why did he have to work so hard to sound dismissive?

“No, he isn’t. And if he won’t appreciate you for who you are, then he isn’t for you. Because the person who is will see you and love you for yourself.” Faelen sounded fierce as he squeezed Alexander’s hands again, as if to impress upon him the urgency of his words.

“I know. I do.”

“Good. Now put your mask back on, and we’ll go in there and see what happens.” Faelen picked the mask up from the dressing table and handed it to Alexander, then helped him tie it in place.

“Are you sure? I should’ve told you all this before I pushed you into matching outfits.”

“I would’ve appreciated the explanation.” Faelen turned and let Alexander help him with his own mask. “But I’ll always help you.”

“Faelen?” Maxen’s voice drifted into the dressing room. “We have to leave. Where are you?”

“I’m in Alexander’s dressing room. You can come in.”

Maxen appeared in the doorway a moment later, already wearing his blue velvet mask. He rocked back on his heels.

“You two are…” Then his gaze latched unerringly onto Faelen, and Alexander tried to tamp down the faint jealousy. Maxen shook his head. “You’re dressing alike tonight?”

Faelen sent a brief glance Alexander’s way as he moved toward Maxen. Putting his hands to Maxen’s chest, he lifted up on his toes and kissed him lightly. “We are.”

“I can see why you were keeping this secret.” Maxen smiled, bright and sunny. And mostly for Faelen, although Maxen was making an effort to get to know Alexander, to include him. He’d learned how important Alexander and Faelen were to each other.

“Just a bit of fun. Can I ask you a favor?” Faelen looked up at him.

“Of course.”

“Will you go on without us? Maybe you could walk in with Etan and Tristan?”

Maxen frowned. “Why?”

Faelen smiled. “Alexander and I want to make an entrance.”

Alexander wished Maxen wasn’t wearing a mask so he could read his face more easily. Was he annoyed? Confused? Derisive of the whole thing?

Maxen finally answered. “If that’s what you want. I don’t have to stay away from you the whole night, do I? Because I’d like to dance with you.”

“I’m looking forward to dancing with you too.” Faelen gave him another light kiss. “I wouldn’t give that up. Alexander and I just need a little while first.”

“Then take it.” Maxen bent to brush his lips over Faelen’s this time. “I’ll see you shortly?”

“Yes.”

Maxen nodded at Alexander and slipped back out of the dressing room, his quiet footsteps marking his progress through the bedchamber and across the sitting room to the door. When it shut, Faelen turned to Alexander.

“Thank you,” Alexander said. “You didn’t have to. I recognize how childish this whole thing is.”

“I don’t know. So our family is going to start telling all the old stories again.” Faelen grinned, a quick flash at the shared joke, then sobered. “They’ll never hear what motivated this return to our old ways from me.”

“I know. Thanks.”

“Not necessary.” Faelen reached out and fussed with Alexander’s jacket. “Now, we should probably stay together for a while once we’re inside. If I dance with Maxen immediately, then everyone will know which of us is which. Unless we switch off, but we should’ve mentioned it to Maxen before we shooed him off if we were going to.”

Alexander stared for a moment, groping for words. “We don’t have to do this. I shouldn’t have put you this position.”

Faelen smiled again. “Don’t have an attack of conscience now. Where’s the Alexander who dragged me along with all his schemes?”

He glared. “It didn’t take so much dragging.”

A laugh spilled from Faelen. “No, it didn’t always. It won’t now either.”

“Let’s just go and enjoy ourselves. We’ll see who can tell us apart, like we used to, when we get there, but we don’t have to go any further than that.” He never should have come up with such a silly scheme. What would it tell him about Marcus anyway, and why should he care?

“If that’s what you want.”

Alexander took a deep breath. “It is. Maybe I’m growing up some.”

Faelen grinned as he looped his arm through Alexander’s. “Well, it had to happen someday, dear.”

“Oh, very funny.”

“I thought so.”

They walked together through the bedchamber and sitting room, but Faelen stopped when they reached the door to the corridor. “One more thing.”

“What?”

“If you want someone to see who you really are, you have to show them. You have to trust enough to open yourself up at least a little.”

As much as Alexander didn’t want to admit it, Faelen was right. Alexander had a certain face he presented to the court and most of the world. He couldn’t blame people for not seeing past something he’d constructed so solidly. Except he sort of did. And it terrified him to think of lowering those walls for all to see.

“That’s easier said than done,” he said slowly, quietly.

“I know, but if you want something real, you’re going to have to.” Faelen leaned into him. “It doesn’t have to be tonight, and it doesn’t have to be Marcus. It is something to think about.”

“I know. We should go before we’re late.” They let themselves out and began walking in the direction of the ballroom. But Alexander’s mind was busy elsewhere, which Faelen was used to, even if it wasn’t going in the same direction tonight as it usually did. Or perhaps Faelen did know what Alexander was thinking. Perhaps he’d even offer advice if Alexander asked the questions circling his mind. Alexander wouldn’t, certainly not yet.

But what if he wanted the possibility of something with Marcus now? What did he do then?

 

EVEN AFTER FIVE years, Marcus still wasn’t accustomed to attending court events alone. He somehow hadn’t gotten used to Damiane not being with him, not sharing observations with her, moving through these rooms together or separately and coming back to share information once more. He’d enjoyed socializing with her beside him, quiet and steady but always ready with a whispered comment or flash of a smile.

He always felt her absence keenly at these things. Marcus had compensated by thinking of them only as work, as a place to gather information, letting go of most attempts to enjoy himself. That was his plan at tonight’s masked ball as well. It wouldn’t be difficult to recognize people—most courtiers wanted to be recognized, although everyone pretended they didn’t know each other—and it was always interesting to hear what they had to say, see who they associated with or avoided, watch their reactions to what the royal family did.
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