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      One year earlier

      “There you are!”

      Tristan’s musical voice made the simple sentence something special, or perhaps Etan’s feelings made it seem so. Etan smiled as he looked up from his book, a glow of warmth and welcome lighting him up inside.

      Tristan strode into the small room Etan had claimed for his own in the palace’s labyrinthine library. He had a desk in the university library as well, but these days, out of necessity and preference both, he conducted most of his work in this cozy little room. Obscure history books filled the shelves lining the walls. The table in the center of the room held Etan’s notes on his studies and projects, all neatly organized so he could find anything he wanted quickly. But this morning he slouched on the comfortable couch instead, book propped in his lap.

      He sat there, book forgotten as he watched Tristan, the morning sun streaming in through the window and glinting off Tristan’s bright gold hair. Tristan seemed to bring the sunshine into the room with him, brightening what had been an ordinary morning until that moment.

      “Good morning, Tristan.”

      “Good morning to you.” Tristan sent a flirtatious smile in his direction and skirted the table, coming closer.

      “It’s good to see you.” He probably sounded ridiculous, but he hadn’t seen Tristan in a few days and, well, he’d missed him.

      Tristan’s smile warmed, turning a bit softer. “You too.”

      Etan frowned as Tristan flopped on the couch at Etan’s side. Not at the action, but at the look in Tristan’s eyes. The brilliant blue seemed shadowed somehow. “Everything all right?”

      “Fine. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason. You just seem a little…” Etan shrugged. He couldn’t quite put a word to it, and he couldn’t very well say he didn’t think Tristan’s eyes sparkled as much as they usually did. “Troubled, maybe.”

      Tristan was quiet for a moment and then scooted closer and rested his head on Etan’s shoulder. “I’m fine. A little tired. What are you up to?”

      “Doing some reading.”

      “For work or pleasure?”

      Etan suppressed a shiver at the way Tristan’s voice shaped the word pleasure. Certainly it had to be unconscious on Tristan’s part, but it put ideas into Etan’s head he didn’t want there, not yet, not when he and Tristan hadn’t spoken of feelings between them beyond friendship. But he could see those feelings were there. Perhaps he should just come right out and kiss Tristan. Tristan seemed to be over what feelings he’d had for Amory, Tristan’s lifelong friend who was now married to Etan’s cousin. Etan didn’t see any of the emotion or longing he used to in the glances Tristan sent Amory’s way. Maybe Etan had waited long enough.

      He’d certainly paused long enough before answering. “A bit of both. Want me to read to you?”

      He’d read to Tristan before, many times, sometimes with Tristan sitting as he was now, snuggled up against Etan’s side, sometimes with Tristan lying with his head in Etan’s lap. Tristan seemed to like when Etan read to him, seemed to enjoy the legends and histories Etan habitually occupied himself with, seemed to even enjoy when Etan forgot himself and ran his fingers through Tristan’s soft hair as he read. Etan hadn’t read to anyone before except for his youngest sister, Meriall, but reading to Tristan was a far different experience from reading bedtime stories. He liked it, liked having Tristan close and hearing Tristan’s comments and reactions.

      “I’m not sure I can sit still today. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” He’d realized early on in their friendship Tristan was an athletic person who enjoyed being active and outdoors. Etan came to treasure the moments of stillness and quiet, when he saw Tristan’s intellectual side and his softer side in equal measure, but he enjoyed sharing the other more active times with Tristan too. Tristan always made the rides through the countryside and the hikes along the cliffs and the rambles over the beach fun. “What would you like to do?”

      “Will you go for a ride with me?”

      He thought briefly of the work awaiting him in the office he shared with Cathal, of his plans to spend the morning with his books and his studies before he returned to that work. And tossed it all aside with one glance into Tristan’s eyes. As he always did. His books would still be there when he returned to them later.

      And he wasn’t convinced Tristan really was all right.

      “Of course. Shall we go now?”

      When Tristan agreed, Etan set his book aside and tidied away a few papers. On the way to the stables, they stopped in Etan’s suite so he could change into riding boots, but they didn’t dally otherwise. Stable hands saddled their horses quickly, and they mounted up. They rode together out of the palace gates and through the city, an easy conversation flowing between them. Once they left the city, Etan let Tristan lead. When Tristan took the road leading out to the cliffs, Etan knew his suspicions about Tristan’s state of mind were correct. Tristan seemed to prefer a gallop along the cliffs when he felt he needed to escape something, some pressure in his life. He talked to Etan about it sometimes, at least a little, but only after the ride.

      As Etan expected, Tristan veered off the road as they neared the cliffs. The path he chose wound through some trees until it ended in the meadows overlooking the sea. Once they were through the trees, the view opened up before them, with fields dotted with wildflowers and a rocky precipice tumbling down to the vivid blue of the sea. The area was one of Etan’s favorites. He’d rather walk along the cliffs or picnic at the top so he could better appreciate the view, but riding was exhilarating too. Well, any ride with Tristan was. Tristan was a skilled and fearless horseman, who ended each ride flushed and smiling. Etan always wanted to grab him close and kiss him when he saw Tristan that way, to see if he could make Tristan breathless for another reason entirely.

      Maybe today he would.

      He put the thought out of his head as best he could for the moment as Tristan urged his horse into a gallop and took off parallel to the cliff edge. Etan hurried to follow. If he thought about it too much, he risked falling off his horse, which would certainly end any chance of kissing Tristan today.

      Instead he concentrated his thoughts outward to the sea- and flower-scented wind blowing in his face, to the sunlight warming his skin. The day was perfect for spring, a little cool early in the morning but pleasant as the sun climbed. The sky was clear, the sea calm. There would be fishermen out in their boats, working to bring in the day’s catch. But they weren’t close; no one was close enough to intrude on his solitude with Tristan.

      He watched Tristan, slightly ahead of him. Tristan really did ride well, better than Etan did, but then Tristan had probably spent most of his childhood trying to get on a horse while Etan had spent his sneaking off to the library. Or using his Talent to change himself into a cat and climbing trees. But, most often, the library. And given where Tristan had found him this morning, not much had changed. But he did come out when Tristan asked. Unlike when he was a child and his brothers would come and pounce on him and drag him from the room.

      If Tristan wanted to pounce on him, it would be another story entirely.

      After a while, Tristan began to slow his horse, and Etan followed. Upon reaching the point, they paused to take in the view and then turned back for home, riding side by side at a much more leisurely pace. Etan expected Tristan to be more relaxed, even laughing, after the long gallop as he so often was, but if anything, he seemed more pensive.

      Etan let Tristan have his silence, even though it pained him to do so. He wanted to help, to make whatever it was right again. Tristan had cheered him up often enough, and they’d bolstered each other’s strength through bad times. But Tristan had to speak in his own time, and he’d never actually ask for help even when he did.

      Tristan didn’t speak until they were almost all the way back to Jumelle. “My father wants me to marry.”

      Etan’s brain stuttered. He had to have heard wrong. He whipped around to look at Tristan, but Tristan was still staring straight ahead. “What? Did you say he wants you to marry?”

      “He’s dying, Etan,” Tristan said in a small, quiet voice that made Etan hurt.

      “Tristan. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you.” Tristan glanced up at the sky for a moment, and Etan gave him his privacy to pull himself together, or what passed for privacy when they were riding side by side. “He wants me settled, since I’m to run the business when he’s gone. He wants the business settled too.”

      Tristan’s family business was the largest shipping concern in Tournai, and as Tournai was a country rich in trade, owing in part to a quirk of geography, the business was a prosperous one. Etan could understand somewhat Tristan’s father wanting him to be settled down if he was to be both the head of the business and the head of the family. Old-fashioned, perhaps, but there was probably some real concern for Tristan in his father’s desire too.

      Etan worked himself up to suggest perhaps the two of them could wed. Not right away, but they could make an agreement and use a betrothal period to see if they would suit. Etan believed they would, but he was already thinking of ways to convince Tristan and Tristan’s father, if necessary. Etan’s own father would be difficult, he was sure—as a duke, his father would want Etan to make a more advantageous marriage to a lady of noble birth—but he could deal with Father later.

      But all those thoughts—all the hope that came with them—screeched to a halt when Tristan spoke. “I’m to marry a daughter of a friend of Father’s, Dariela. They think it will be good for the business.”

      “You already know—you’re marrying a woman? That woman?”

      Etan had no idea who she was—she might be a perfectly lovely person—but he couldn’t understand Tristan marrying her, or marrying any woman. Tristan preferred men, the same as Etan did. Etan had hoped Tristan might just plain prefer him.

      “Father thinks it’s best. For the family and the business.”

      “Yes, but—what about you? What do you think?”

      Tristan shrugged. “I must live up to my responsibilities to the family and the business. I have to run everything as Father would want. He shouldn’t be dying so young.”

      “I know he shouldn’t. It’s awful.” Etan scrubbed a hand over his face. “He’s been to see the healers? I’m sure Jadis would see him if I asked.”

      “He has, and Amory already had Jadis examine him. This illness has gone on too long undetected and untreated. His heart is too weak now.”

      “I am so very sorry, Tristan.” He wanted to pull Tristan into a hug, to hold him and try to bear some of the pain and grief for him, but they were on horses. And Tristan was about to marry someone else. “Are you sure about this marriage though?”

      “I don’t see a reason not to marry her. Do you?”

      The statement was a stab of pain to his gut. He had to bite back a gasp, it seemed so real, so physical. He managed to murmur something that might have been an agreement, because what else could he do? If Tristan didn’t see a reason not to marry this woman, Etan could hardly give him one.

      By the time Etan arrived back at the palace, he felt as if a yawning, empty hole had opened inside him. His head was buzzing, and he couldn’t seem to think quite straight. His feet carried him to his office. But when he walked into the empty room, he just dropped down into his chair and stared at the polished top of his desk, clean of papers since he’d tidied up yesterday.

      Tristan was getting married.

      He and Tristan would never be anything other than friends, and Tristan obviously wanted it so, was fine with it. Perhaps Etan had been wrong about Tristan’s feelings all this time.

      “Etan?”

      Etan looked up, but it took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. He hadn’t even heard the door open. “Cathal.”

      Panic, an emotion he seldom saw in his stoic older brother, flooded Cathal’s face. “What is it? What’s happened?”

      “Tristan is marrying.” Pain spasmed through him as he said the words, but he had to say them, had to get used to hearing them. Tristan was marrying, and all chance Etan might have had with him was gone.
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      The present day

      His wife was dead.

      Tristan kept hearing the words echoing in his head in his mother’s emotionless voice. She’d only said it a few moments ago, but it was the last thing he’d heard clearly. Everything else his mother was saying—something about arrangements to be made—had to filter through the statement, the dawning knowledge, that Dariela was dead.

      “What happened?” he asked, cutting her off mid-sentence.

      She drew herself up and back. “It’s not appropriate to tell you the details of⁠—”

      “My wife is dead,” he said, biting out each word. “I will know how it happened.”

      Mother stared at him mulishly for a moment and then nodded. “She bled too much during the birth. The midwife couldn’t stop it.”

      “And the healer?” Amory had sent the head of the palace healers to attend Dariela at the birth. Surely Jadis could have done something.

      Mother sniffed. “We sent him away when he arrived.”

      For a moment, he couldn’t find his voice. “You sent away the most powerful healer in Tournai? Who was graciously sent to us by the prince’s consort?”

      “A man had no place in the room. Only women should be present. Family and midwives. It’s how it’s done—how it has always been done.”

      “And Dariela might still be alive if you’d consented to doing it differently.”

      Mother looked away, as well she should. “We don’t know that,” she said after a pause, her voice stiff.

      He dismissed her denial with nothing more than a glare. He wanted to be compassionate, wanted to believe his mother might feel guilty for her choice—certainly Dariela’s mother, presumably still upstairs with her daughter’s body, had to be devastated—but Dariela didn’t have to die. A healer could have saved her.

      He might not have loved his wife, but he’d liked her, and she had deserved a better chance. A chance to know her child at least.

      Mother had started speaking again, explaining their choice, it seemed, but he didn’t need to hear her justifications. “What about the baby?”

      He’d heard a baby’s cry not long ago. He’d expected someone to rush down to tell him the happy news, but there had only been silence until his mother appeared.

      She stopped speaking, her brow furrowing.

      “Mother, the baby?” he prompted.

      “The baby survived. A girl.”

      A girl. He had a daughter. “Where is she?”

      “With her nursemaid, but I’ll have her packed up quickly.”

      “Packed up. Why?” His confusion seemed to surprise Mother for some reason.

      “So I can take her home with me.” Mother said it as if it were utterly obvious, but Tristan was still confused.

      “Why would you do take her with you?”

      Now Mother looked confused. “Because you can’t take care of her yourself, not with Dariela gone.”

      “I don’t see why not. We’ve hired a nursemaid and a wet nurse.” The wet nurse had been at both his mother’s and Dariela’s mother’s insistence. Dariela had wanted to nurse the baby herself but had been overruled. “They’ll be doing far more than I will for her, but she will stay in her own home.”

      “But, Tristan, really.”

      “You should get home, Mother, before it gets too late. Dariela’s mother can stay as long as she likes with Dariela, of course.”

      She protested she should stay or take the baby with her, but Tristan managed to bundle her off home in the carriage. He scribbled a quick message to Amory, informing him of what had happened and apologizing for his mother’s disrespect in rejecting the healer, and sent it to the palace.

      Only then did he climb the stairs to the nursery with slow, heavy steps. The distance to the room they’d set aside as a nursery seemed far greater than it was, yet even dragging himself down the corridor, he arrived at the closed door all too soon. He took a deep breath and forced himself to open the door and walk inside.

      The nursemaid, whom Dariela had liked immediately, was a slightly plump woman with a kind smile. As he stood in the doorway, she turned and bobbed a quick curtsy. She gave him her condolences, but he had eyes only for the small, white-wrapped bundle in her arms. Trepidation and curiosity warred within him, churning and twisting in his guts. Finally, he stepped forward, raising his arms awkwardly as he said, “May I…”

      “Of course, sir.” She came to him and transferred the baby into his arms smoothly. If she noticed his lack of confidence, she said nothing. “I’ll be just in the other room if you need me.”

      Before Tristan could protest, she had left the nursery, going into her own small bedroom and shutting the door. A cold shock of panic froze him to the spot. He hadn’t meant for her to leave. He had no idea what to do with a baby. She was so light in his arms. So fragile. What if he hurt her?

      She made a little snuffling sound, and he reflexively looked down. His first look at his daughter’s face…and he tumbled headlong into love.

      She was perfect, from the wispy pale hair on her head to her delicate little fingers that came into view as the blanket wrapping her loosened. He walked carefully to the rocking chair near the hearth, the chair Dariela had specifically designed, and sat, careful not to wake the baby. He had no idea what to do with a baby, no idea how to raise a daughter, but sitting here, staring down at her sweet little face, he vowed he would learn anything he needed to know. Anything to keep her safe, healthy, and happy.

      He had no idea how long he’d sat there rocking as she slept, her warm weight gradually growing more comfortable in his arms, when a hand came to rest on his shoulder. He barely kept himself from jumping and looked up.

      Amory stood beside him, his face so full of concern and compassion it made Tristan ache. “I came as quickly as I could.”

      “You didn’t have to.” But he was pathetically grateful Amory had.

      “Of course I did. You’re my friend. I’m so sorry, Tris.”

      “Me too.” He looked from Amory’s beloved face to his daughter’s, his gaze drawn there again.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, she is.” He smiled down at her, filled with awe she came from him. Unbelievable.

      “Does she have a name?” Amory asked.

      “If we had a girl, Dariela wanted to name her Bria, so that’s her name.” It suited her, though he didn’t know how Dariela could have known. Maybe mothers just knew.

      “It’s a lovely name. She chose well.”

      “She did.” She usually did. Marrying hadn’t been a choice for her any more than it had been for him, but all the other choices she’d made were good. Her taste was impeccable, her judgment sound. She would have known what was best for Bria. “Mother wants to take her.”

      “The baby? Why?” Amory kept his voice down, certainly out of deference to the sleeping baby—a father himself, he would know well the consequences of waking an infant—but his sharp surprise was still obvious.

      “She doesn’t think I can care for her properly without Dariela.” Tristan sighed. “She could be right. I don’t know anything about babies. I never imagined being a father, not really. Not sure I ever wanted to be one.”

      “And now?” There was no judgment in Amory’s tone, just the understanding and support of long friendship. Tristan’s whole body relaxed hearing it. He’d needed his friend here, even if he hadn’t admitted it.

      “Now…” He studied Bria’s face again. “I love her. It’s stunning how much, how quickly.”

      “I felt the same about Julien. Seeing him for the first time…”

      Yes, Amory would understand Tristan’s feelings, even though, unlike Tristan, Amory had known he’d wanted a child. “I don’t want Mother to take her away. I want to keep her with me.”

      “Then that’s what you’ll do.”

      “I don’t know anything about babies, Amory, or about raising a daughter.”

      Amory smiled. “You’ll learn. Philip and I did. We didn’t know anything before Julien was born. But we loved him, wanted him.”

      “You’re a wonderful father.”

      “You will be too.” Amory shook his head, forestalling what Tristan was about to say before he even opened his mouth. Amory knew him so well. “You love her. You want to care for her. So you will. You’ll learn, and you won’t be alone. You have her nursemaids, and you have your friends. You know I’ll help you.”

      Yes, Amory would, despite Amory’s own family and responsibilities as consort to the crown prince. Because Amory loved him—not as Tristan once wished he would, but loved him as a friend all the same. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Do you need to go to Dariela? I can go with you, or stay here with Bria if you don’t want to leave her alone.”

      Tristan shook his head. “Her mother is with her. I won’t intrude.”

      Amory nodded, quietly accepting Tristan’s assertion, but then he knew how Tristan felt about Dariela. “Do you want to get some rest?”

      He should. The coming days would be long and tiring, but he didn’t want sleep, not yet. “I think I’d like to stay here a while longer.”

      Amory only nodded again and, after a moment, quietly brought a chair over, setting it next to Tristan’s and settling into it.

      “Don’t you have to leave? You should be at the palace.”

      “I should be here with my friend.” Amory squeezed his shoulder and left his hand there, a comforting connection between them.

      “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What took you so long?” Etan asked, still laughing at a witty observation of Flavian’s as Philip came back into the room. Then he realized Philip was alone. “Everything all right with Julien? Where’s Amory?”

      Cathal and Flavian looked up as well, giving Philip their attention. The five of them had been playing cards, enjoying a casual evening together, when Amory had been called from the room by a message. Philip had taken the opportunity to check on their son while play paused.

      “Julien is fine. He’s sleeping.” Philip dropped into his chair, slumping down. Alarm rushed through Etan, and he sat up straighter, poised to spring into action. Whatever the necessary action might be. He wasn’t sure why he had such a bad feeling. Philip rubbed a hand over his face. “The message was from Tristan.”

      “The baby?” Cathal asked.

      “Fine. A girl. But his wife…didn’t survive the birth.”

      The last of the laughter drained from the room, leaving an echoing silence in its wake.

      “What happened? Wasn’t Jadis able to do anything?” Flavian asked after a moment.

      “He never had the chance. Tristan’s mother sent him away as soon as he arrived.” Philip’s exasperation was palpable. “Tristan apologized in his note for any disrespect she may have given.”

      Another moment of silence. Etan tried to comprehend why Tristan’s mother would send a powerful healer away and the terrible consequences of her choice.

      “And Tristan?” Etan asked, finally finding his voice. He ignored Cathal’s sharp glance in his direction. “How is he?”

      There was a knowing and rather sympathetic look in Philip’s eyes Etan did his best to ignore as well. Everyone knew of his feelings for Tristan—or at least what those feelings had been—but he didn’t need their pity.

      “I don’t know. His note was brief and formal—more to me than to Amory, what with the apology. Amory’s gone to him.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Part of Etan wanted to be the one going to Tristan now, the one to help and comfort, but it wasn’t his place. He wasn’t Tristan’s oldest friend. He wasn’t anything. And really, that was the reason he couldn’t be the one to drop everything and go to Tristan tonight. He’d wanted to be something far different to Tristan than a friend once. He’d loved Tristan and been hurt more than he’d thought possible when Tristan married. It was best for him to stay away.

      But it didn’t mean he could avoid paying his respects to Tristan two days later. It was only proper to do so, though he approached the trip with some trepidation. He went with Philip, Amory, Cathal, and Flavian in the hopes arriving in a group, especially one including the princes, would somehow distract from his presence.

      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” Cathal said, his voice pitched so only Etan could hear him.

      Etan almost laughed. Cathal was usually the one who maintained the importance of duty, responsibility, and propriety. Perhaps Flavian had more of an effect on Cathal than they knew. Etan glanced at his brother. Or perhaps Cathal was simply that worried about Etan. “You know I do.”

      Cathal sighed. “I wish you didn’t.”

      “I’m not weak, Cathal. I can handle this.”

      “I never thought you were weak.” Cathal’s shocked expression proved the truth of his statement. “I just want to spare you pain.”

      The tension inside Etan loosened. “Thank you. I’ll be fine.”

      Cathal seemed skeptical, but he said nothing more as they approached Tristan’s home. Etan had never been to the house Tristan moved into after his marriage. He’d visited Tristan at his family’s home, the house where Tristan grew up, many times, but after, Etan had distanced himself. He swung down from his horse and took a moment to study the house as the others dismounted and the guards accompanying them got themselves and everything else sorted.

      It was a nice house, smaller than Tristan’s family home but a fine size for a couple and a child—or Tristan and a child, now. Three stories tall and built of gold-colored stone, the door and shutters painted a rich green. It would be welcoming—inviting even—on any other day. Today it only seemed cold and sad with the swags of black fabric draping the door and windows, all under the leaden gray sky and chill wind that were the last gasps of winter.

      “Ready?” Cathal asked.

      No, but Etan nodded just the same. Cathal must not have believed him because he stayed close to Etan’s side. Flavian took up a place on Etan’s other side instead of walking next to his husband. The support from his brother by marriage was touching, though Etan hated they thought he needed the support. Hated that his unrequited feelings for Tristan and the grief when his hopes were dashed were so widely known.

      They followed Philip and Amory up the few front steps and into the house. Several people milled around the small entrance hall, all strangers to Etan except Adeline, Amory’s sister. She moved gracefully around other people and dropped into a curtsy in front of Philip and Amory. The others in the room noticed the action and the princes in their midst and made their bows and curtsies as well. When Adeline straightened, Amory embraced her and Philip kissed her cheek.

      “It’s good you’re here. I know Tristan will be glad to see friendly faces,” she said, reaching out a hand to Cathal and Etan, and then Flavian.

      “How is he?” Amory asked. Etan was secretly happy he did, because it saved Etan from having to ask the question.

      “A little overwhelmed, I think. With the arrangements, and between his family, Dariela’s family, and the baby.” She shrugged. “I’m trying to help as much as I can.”

      “You’re a good friend, Adeline.” Amory smiled and squeezed his sister’s hand.

      “Oh, hush. Come, I’ll take you to him.” They followed Adeline’s slim figure, clad in a gown so dark a gray it was nearly black, as she walked farther into the house. People bowed or curtsied when they passed. Etan trailed at the back of the group, still flanked by Cathal and Flavian.

      While conversation had been quiet in the entrance hall, it was hushed in the room where the coffin was, so much so the quiet weeping of the older woman who was likely Dariela’s mother was clearly audible. She was in a chair in the corner, a small cluster of women around her, trying to comfort her.

      The poor woman had lost her daughter far too young. But still Etan’s eyes sought out Tristan. He stood near the coffin. Etan was used to him shining with his bright blue eyes and his gleaming gold hair. Today Tristan seemed dulled, dragged down by fatigue and grief. Etan ached to make it better, to take some of the burden from his shoulders, to hold Tristan and comfort him, but he couldn’t. He steeled himself against the urge to do so.

      They filed past the coffin on their way to pay their respects to Tristan. The woman lying there had been undeniably pretty in life. Etan didn’t know much else about her. In the months she and Tristan had been married, Etan had done his best to spend as little time with Tristan, with or without his wife, as he could. Self-preservation on his part, giving himself the time to get over his grief and put away his love for Tristan. He hadn’t managed to get over all the hurt yet. And now she was dead. As much as he wished Tristan hadn’t married at all, as much as he wished Tristan returned the feelings Etan had had for him, he never would have wanted such a fate for this poor woman. Etan’s unrequited feelings, his grief, hadn’t been her fault.

      And he felt wrong standing at her coffin with her mourners after doing his best to avoid her for so long.

      “Etan.”

      Tristan’s voice brought Etan out of his thoughts. The musical quality was muted now, but his voice still made Etan’s insides swoop around dizzyingly. As it always had. He ruthlessly ignored the feeling.

      “Tristan, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      Tristan nodded. “Thank you for coming.”

      The words were stiff, formal, completely different from the words they used to exchange back before Tristan had married. Back when they had been close friends and Etan had reason to hope for more someday.

      “Of course.” Yes, of course, Etan would come today to pay his respects after Tristan’s wife died, but Tristan couldn’t have known it, not after he had distanced himself from Tristan and their friendship as much as possible in the almost year of Tristan’s marriage. Guilt stirred inside him, just a little.

      As Tristan stared at him, Etan struggled for the polite words he should say in this situation, but he couldn’t seem to find them. He’d been brought up to know what to say in every social situation, but all of his training failed him now. Not that he thought Tristan was waiting for meaningless social niceties. No, Tristan had to expect something more from someone who had been his friend, and Etan should give him what he needed to hear because it wasn’t Tristan’s fault Etan’s heart was broken, not really. But Etan couldn’t find the words.

      Thankfully, Amory stepped up, filling the silence with all the words Etan couldn’t conjure up. And that was best. Amory had been Tristan’s closest friend since childhood, was someone Tristan had probably been more than a little in love with. Maybe still was, for all Etan knew.

      He nodded at Cathal’s discreet nudge, and the two of them and Flavian faded back into the small crowd. They wandered through the rooms on the first floor of the house, stopping to talk here and there with someone they knew. Etan tired of the conversations quickly, his awkwardness at the situation and his feelings—whatever they were—making him restless. Maybe some air would help.

      He excused himself quietly from Cathal and Flavian and the two others they were speaking with. Cathal shot him a concerned look, but Etan shook his head, trying to reassure. He was fine. Or he would be. Mostly.

      He wandered back into the entrance hall. Out the front door would be the easiest route to fresh air, but it would lead him onto the street. The peace and quiet of a garden would be his preference, but he wasn’t sure where to find one here, though this house had to have at least a small one.

      “Etan, where are you off to?” Adeline asked as she walked up to him.

      “Just thinking of stepping outside for a moment, getting some air.”

      She nodded. “It is close in here with so many people, and Tristan’s mother refusing to allow a window to be even cracked open.”

      “Yes.” He didn’t disagree with her assumption, but from the look that flitted through her eyes, he wondered if she didn’t guess at the real reason.

      “I was going to take a moment myself and go upstairs. Check on the babies.”

      “The babies?”

      “I brought my son with me. I didn’t want to leave him while I’m here all day.”

      “Oh.” He hadn’t been thinking. Adeline’s first child had been born almost two months ago.

      “You haven’t seen him yet, have you?” She smiled when he shook his head. “Would you like to come meet him? It isn’t the fresh air you were seeking, but it’ll be less stifling upstairs, and I’ll be able to show off my son to you.”

      He choked back a laugh at the twinkle in her eye. Laughing would not be appropriate at all. “I would love to meet him.”

      He offered her an arm, which she took as she led him up the stairs and along a corridor. She didn’t knock on the door but just let them in to what he immediately saw was a nursery. Of course she would have left her son in the nursery with Tristan’s infant daughter, probably with both nursemaids to look after the babies. Something twisted in his stomach. He didn’t know if he wanted to see Tristan’s child, didn’t know if he could.

      But Adeline sailed through the door, and he could do nothing but follow. With only a few murmured words of greeting for the nursemaids on the other side of the room, she went straight to the crib, a large, handsomely carved piece of furniture, and looked inside. When she turned to beckon him forward with a smile, he forced himself to walk to her side and look down into the crib.

      Both babies were sleeping quietly. The chubby-cheeked boy with the dark auburn hair was unmistakably Adeline’s child. His face was stamped with something of both her and her husband, and those features mingled into an adorable infant. She reached into the crib and straightened the baby’s clothing, brushing a gentle finger lightly over one little hand. He smiled watching her dote on her son.

      “He’s gorgeous, Adeline. Looks just like you.”

      Adeline laughed lightly. “And it’s usually your brother who’s the charmer. Thank you though. I certainly think he’s beautiful, though I see a fair amount of Pierrick in him.”

      Adeline leaned over and moved her hand to the other baby in the crib, fussing over the child just as she had her son. Etan’s gaze was drawn to the infant. She was smaller than Adeline’s son, not surprising since she was much younger, but there was something more. The baby girl seemed delicate somehow with her pale hair and skin and her slight frame, or maybe it was just Etan’s impression of her, stemming from his pity she’d lost her mother so very young. It made the baby seem even more helpless, even more vulnerable.

      A protective impulse he hadn’t expected welled up inside him, and he reached out before he even realized what he was doing to brush a fingertip over her little fist. He drew his hand back immediately and gripped the crib rail.

      “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Adeline said, fondness warming her voice.

      “Yes, she is.”

      “Thank you.” The voice came from behind them, and Etan whirled around to find Tristan standing in the doorway. He had no idea how long Tristan had been there. He hadn’t heard him approach. And he had no idea what to say to Tristan now.
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        * * *

      

      The day Tristan first met Etan was etched in his memory, clear as glass even after more than two years, but not only because it was the day he met Etan. He’d just returned from a long trip with his father, his first—and so far only—experience with travel outside Tournai, and he was seeing his best friend for the first time since he’d left without saying goodbye.

      His best friend who he’d just found out was going to marry the crown prince.

      His best friend who he was more than a little in love with.

      Not that he told Amory about his feelings. He’d denied any feeling other than friendship and done it rather convincingly, too, or at least he thought so. He’d come home from his travels thinking maybe there could be some sort of chance for him and Amory, despite Amory’s moving into the palace as the prince’s lover—after all, Amory and the prince had known each other so short a time while he and Amory had been friends their entire lives—and arrived back in Tournai to find out Amory was no longer the prince’s lover but his intended. Tristan had a moment of hope, of thinking maybe Amory didn’t really want to marry the prince, but it hadn’t lasted beyond his first glimpse of a happy Amory. So he’d lied, because he couldn’t lose his friendship with Amory too.

      Quite a bit of that day was a mess of nerves and confusion and disappointment. He’d talked to Amory; he’d met the prince, which was intimidating, or the prince was. Prince Philip obviously knew about Tristan’s history with Amory and was understandably wary. But he had been polite, too, and fair.

      In the midst of the jumble, and so focused on appearing happy for Amory and properly courtly for the prince, he’d almost missed Etan. But then Etan had been introduced to him. It was a shock to his system, a frisson of…something moving through him.

      He was so distracted, in fact, it took him too long to realize what had swept through him was attraction. Something about the way Etan looked, and the way he looked at Tristan, provoked something in him, some heat curling in his belly. Etan’s body with his broad shoulders narrowing down to slender hips, and long, lean legs in clinging dark gray pants. The dark hair waving around a face of classically handsome features, and large golden brown eyes that seemed to stare right into Tristan.

      He thought he saw an answering gleam of interest in Etan’s eyes before they were quickly veiled by long, thick, dark lashes. And when they all sat, Etan chose to sit beside him, to sit perhaps a little closer than he had to or was strictly proper. Tristan had no complaints when he did, though the attraction, once identified, was a constant distracting presence as they discussed his travels.

      But Etan did nothing more, did nothing overt to express his interest. If he had, Tristan had no doubt he wouldn’t have hesitated to take the man to bed. He might have been more than a little in love with his best friend, but Amory was out of his reach and his unrequited feelings hadn’t stopped him from enjoying himself with a man or two while he was traveling. They wouldn’t have stopped him from finding pleasure with Etan, if Etan had indicated he wanted the same.

      Etan hadn’t, and as time went by, Tristan began to think he’d imagined the interest on Etan’s side. Oh, Etan was friendly, always going out of his way to include Tristan, making sure Tristan felt welcome even at court, and the two of them became friends, good friends, over the months following their introduction. If he thought he saw some glimmer of attraction from Etan during that time, he learned to ignore it, because every time he subtly indicated his own interest, Etan didn’t seem to notice.

      Tristan came to value Etan’s friendship on the same level he valued Amory’s—something he didn’t realize until it had disappeared, right when Tristan needed it the most. At first, Tristan thought he was imagining it, but when far more time had passed than he usually ever went without seeing Etan, when his notes inviting Etan to go riding or to the theater or for some other outing were answered one after another with polite refusals, Tristan had to believe something actually was wrong. Etan seemed to disappear from Tristan’s life. He remained in Jumelle, in the palace, at every event held at Philip’s court. He just didn’t spend any time with Tristan at any of them.

      Etan’s absence left behind a hole in Tristan’s life. And he had no idea why Etan had disappeared.

      But Etan was here today. Which wasn’t surprising and didn’t mean anything. Etan came for the same reason the prince and Cathal did—not because they were terribly close, though they were all friendly, but because it was polite and because they were kind to Amory’s oldest friend. Tristan couldn’t attribute anything more to Etan’s presence, not after his long absence from Tristan’s life. As much as he might want to.

      Finding Etan in his daughter’s nursery with Adeline was a surprise. Giving his condolences to Tristan, even mingling downstairs, fulfilled a social obligation. Coming to see the baby didn’t.

      Her face falling into lines of concern, Adeline moved away from the crib, toward Tristan where he remained in the doorway. From his family, the concern was becoming stifling. He felt ungrateful thinking it, but theirs was more pity than sympathy and more inclined to manage and smother. Adeline’s concern was genuine and undemanding. “How are you, dear?”

      “I’m all right. A bit tired of the crush downstairs.” He should go into the room, check on his daughter, but he stayed where he was, frozen. Fatigue and grief and guilt made everything around him thick and heavy, made him slow and tired. He’d been fighting through it downstairs well enough, but suddenly, it was as if he hit a wall. “Needed a moment.”

      “Etan was too.” Adeline shot a fond look over her shoulder at Etan, who still stood near the crib. “So I brought him up here to show off the babies while I checked in on them.”

      “We can go, give you that moment alone,” Etan said.

      Tristan shook his head. Alone wasn’t really what he wanted. If he was alone, he wouldn’t have anything but his own thoughts. “I thought I would look in on her.”

      “She’s sleeping. They both are.” Adeline stepped aside to let him walk past her to the crib.

      “Good. That’s good.” He forced himself to move to the crib and looked down at his sleeping daughter. The entirely unexpected love he had for her hit him again, as it always did when he looked at her. It was good she slept so peacefully. “I wouldn’t know what to do…”

      “You’ll learn what to do, as we all do, every day,” Adeline said, and Tristan realized he’d spoken his last thought aloud. He hadn’t meant to. But Adeline’s voice held no pity, no judgment, just the rueful, newly gained wisdom of a mother of an infant herself.

      He didn’t look at Etan. He didn’t want to know what Etan thought of his unintended admission. And didn’t know why it mattered so much. They were quite obviously no longer friends.
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      Etan settled at his desk early the next morning. Cathal wasn’t in yet so he had the office to himself, which he liked sometimes. Not that Cathal was a disruptive presence generally and not that he didn’t love his brother, but he and Cathal had different personalities and different approaches to their work, and sometimes a little time on his own allowed him to accomplish more than he would otherwise.

      Etan had never known how much Cathal did until he came to the palace to take over his duties for a while. Oh, he’d always known Cathal was busy and did real, important work—unlike their father who had always derided Cathal for being a glorified secretary—but he hadn’t known the breadth of Cathal’s duties and the weight of his responsibilities until he’d taken them on himself. Cathal seemed to be involved in everything—domestic affairs of the kingdom, treaty negotiations, overseeing the search for spies the empire of Ardunn continually sent to try to infiltrate Tournai. So many other areas of government. He stood in for Philip when necessary, liaising between the prince and various groups in and out of Philip’s government. Etan had scrabbled to catch up at the beginning, despite his early training in such things from his father, but he’d done it, and he didn’t think anyone had noticed his frantic moments.

      Etan always assumed he’d leave when Cathal returned—and as angry as he’d been at his brother for deserting his position and their cousin, he’d always known Cathal would come to his senses and return. Etan had been eager enough at the beginning to leave the palace for the university—happy to help Philip, certainly, but still anticipating a return to academic life. He’d thought to continue his studies and begin teaching, a path his father wouldn’t have liked one bit, though Etan didn’t care much what his father thought. But Etan had surprised them, and himself, by liking the work and staying.

      His life had become a bit of a balancing act in the last year and a half or so, but he’d carved out a place for himself, sharing the work Cathal originally did on his own and combining it with work with Amory, who was coming more and more to the point of being coruler to Philip and not just consort. He still had time for his studies—both into Tournai’s history and legends, and the more private ones into the history of the royal family’s Talent. He researched and attended lectures at the university; he wrote books and papers and lectured in turn. And found himself fulfilled in that area of his life.

      Fulfilled in most areas of his life. He resolutely pushed Tristan and the idea of finding someone to love—as Cathal and Philip had done—out of his mind. He was fine on his own anyway, fine with his life as it was.

      And he had far too much to do this morning to let himself woolgather.

      He turned back to the work he’d left undone the night before, but before he could get started someone rapped on the office door.

      “Enter,” he called out. He didn’t have any appointments until later in the morning, and he’d already spoken to his secretary on the way in. What crisis was about to fall down upon him?

      He was utterly shocked when Savarin walked through his office door.

      Savarin was the most powerful sorcerer in Tournai and often did work for the crown, but Etan was unaware of any assignment that would bring him to Etan’s door. Etan’s secretary Tommo hovered behind Savarin. Tommo appeared to be bouncing a bit in a not entirely dignified way to be seen over the shoulder of the unusually tall Savarin.

      “Master Savarin didn’t have an appointment, but he insisted on coming in, my lord,” Tommo said. Of course Savarin would. He had a certain amount of arrogance, but his scholarship and the strength of his Talent—and his willingness to use it for the good of Tournai—tended to smooth over any annoyance his arrogance caused.

      “It’s fine, Tommo. Thank you.” As Tommo retreated, Etan turned to Savarin. “Good morning, Master Savarin. Please sit.”

      “Good morning, my lord.” Savarin seated himself across from Etan’s desk, every movement precise and elegantly accomplished. Savarin carried himself well, projecting an aura of worldliness and sophistication, likely a result of his education and extensive travel. Etan had more than once admired Savarin’s stylish, well-tailored clothing. He’d admired Savarin himself more than once, too, but as handsome as Savarin was, he was just as intimidating. Though Etan wasn’t a person who was easily intimidated, Savarin’s demeanor hadn’t encouraged him to try to acquaint himself with the sorcerer on a more personal level.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked once Savarin was seated and hoped whatever Savarin had brought to him wasn’t a crisis. But if Savarin was bringing a crisis to the palace, there was a decent chance he would bring it directly to Philip and Amory.

      “I’ve heard of your studies into Tournai’s history, of course, and your interest in its legends of magic.”

      “Yes?” His scholarly pursuits weren’t uncommon knowledge, especially for someone who spent as much time at the university as Savarin did. From what Etan had heard, when Savarin wasn’t traveling, he did much of his research there, took on students, and gave lectures.

      “How much do you know of the magical protections surrounding Tournai?”

      Etan blinked. He hadn’t expected the question. “Some. Not as much as I’d like.”

      “I feel the same. I’ve been thinking quite a bit about the protections—not the legends of the cats, you understand, just the protections.” Savarin’s voice was almost dismissive when he spoke of the legend of the man-sized cats who had defended Tournai in battle long ago, but his gaze was sharp on Etan when he said it. Etan tried not to look the way he felt, as if a sudden shock of ice flowed through his veins. Did Savarin know the truth behind the legends? It wasn’t knowledge Etan, or any of his family, wanted to be public. No one was to know the legends stemmed from the royal family’s unusual Talent, which allowed those who possessed it to transform into cats, often huge, fierce creatures of the kind that could go into battle for their country.

      Etan was of the opinion it was exactly what had happened. He hadn’t been able to completely confirm it, but there were journals, accounts of those long-ago wars that had cemented Tournai’s existence and its sovereignty, alluding to members of the royal family of Tournai discovering their Talents and using them to protect their country. Nothing explicit, just vague clues throughout his family’s history, but he was doing his best to put them together.

      “I know there is some sort of magical protection around Tournai that’s been in place for hundreds of years, possibly as long as Tournai has existed.”

      “Yes.” Savarin’s eyes sparkled with his interest in the topic. “Whether or not the rest of the legends can be verified, the protections do exist. I’ve felt them while crossing Tournai’s borders in my travels.”

      “Really? Interesting.” Now his own curiosity was caught. Etan had never been outside Tournai, never crossed its borders into neighboring kingdoms. Would he be able to feel the protections as Savarin had? He’d often wondered if they were somehow related to his own Talent, but he had no reason, no evidence, as to why it might be the case.

      “I thought so as well. I’ve also noticed the protections feel weaker in some spots than in others. None of it is dangerously weak, but it’s not consistent even in the small spots I’ve seen.”

      Etan frowned. These magical protections—and the legends surrounding them—were part of what kept Tournai secure from the potential ambitions of its neighbors. Their portion of the world was peaceful now, and had been for quite a while, but they couldn’t afford to lose the protections. “Do you know what’s causing it?”

      Savarin shook his head. “Not yet. It didn’t feel like an attack, but it could be someone has been testing the barriers and it’s worn away at their strength in spots. Or they could have eroded over time.”

      “They’ve been there for a very long time,” he mused. But he didn’t like the idea of the protections eroding on their own no matter how old they were.

      “Yes. We don’t know how old or who put them into place. Or how they were put into place at all. The original spells have been lost to time, if they were ever written down to begin with.”

      Savarin had probably searched the university libraries for information before he came to Etan, but Etan knew from experience in all the books in the libraries, very little was written about the magical protections, and what did exist was theory and speculation by the few sorcerers and theorists who tried to pursue the matter years later even without information. “You can’t blame whoever put them into place for not writing those spells down. Think of the danger to Tournai if they fell into the wrong hands—knowledge of a spell can lead to knowledge of how to break the spell. I have no Talent for sorcery, and I know that.”

      “True, and everything you’re saying makes sense. I just want to know more. Spells don’t often last as long as these have, so they were obviously crafted exceedingly well by someone, or several someones, of great power. Maybe even tied to something to keep the spells grounded and working—Tournai itself?” Savarin shrugged, the movement more frustrated than anything else. “The lack of knowledge does make things difficult for those of us who come along later and try to help.”

      “Is that what you’d like to do?” Etan asked.

      “What I’d like to do is study the protections, figure out how they work, as much as I can, and more importantly, how to strengthen them.”

      He couldn’t say he was surprised. He’d doubted Savarin was coming to him with a purely academic exercise—he wouldn’t put such a thing past any number of scholars at the university, but for all Savarin’s arrogance, he tended to be a practical person. “Do you think you can?”

      “Possibly, probably. It will depend on what I can find about them—by either studying their history and origins, of which I haven’t found much, or the protections themselves, which I’ve barely tried.”

      “Why come to me with this?”

      “As I said, my lord, I know of your academic interests. You seemed most suited to both understand the background and see the implications of my work. I’d prefer to have authorization to work on this as the protections do affect the safety and security of Tournai.”

      “Do you expect to do anything that would lessen our safety and security?” Because that wouldn’t do. However the protections were put into place, they acted as a deterrent for anyone desiring to attack Tournai.

      “No, not at all. I don’t plan to do anything yet except gather information about them, which should lead me to how to strengthen them.”

      Etan nodded absently as he thought, but the idea intrigued him. “You’ll report your findings regularly.”

      “Of course, and discuss what I’ve found with you and Their Highnesses before I actually do anything to the protections themselves.”

      “Good. All right. Where will you begin?”

      Savarin’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction and anticipation. “Since I’ve found nothing in the university libraries or in the palace library when I was given leave to research there, I’m going to start with the protections themselves. I’ll see what I can glean from the magic by feel and also map out where the protections might be weaker or stronger.”

      “Do so.” And Etan might be able to help with the other part of Savarin’s task. In fact, he was rather eager to do so. “I can search some archives only the prince and a select few of the family have access to. If there are mentions of the protections, I’ll give you the information.”

      Savarin opened his mouth to speak, but Etan shook his head. “I can’t give you access to the archives. Information contained there cannot get out. And the archives are magically protected—only members of the royal family can be granted access.” And only some members at that. A bloodline spell protected the archives, and not everyone in the family had been granted access over the years.

      Savarin gave in gracefully. “I’d be grateful for any information you might find, my lord.”

      “And I look forward to hearing your findings.”
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        * * *

      

      Tristan dragged himself up the stairs. The less he thought about his day at the company offices the better. Of course he couldn’t push it from his mind entirely. All too often since his father died, he’d felt overwhelmed. He’d gone to university and gotten the best education to be had in Jumelle. Father had taught him all there was to know about the business, and Tristan had spent years in the shipping company’s offices and at the docks with his father, observing everything. After all that, he thought he’d be ready when he took over. He also thought he’d have decades longer before he had to take over, years to work beside his father.

      Unexpected illness that had gone unnoticed too long had ended the possibility.

      Still he’d believed he was ready, believed he had the knowledge and experience necessary to make a start. Until the first time he’d stepped into the offices without his father beside him. Then he’d realized how little his knowledge meant, how little experience he actually had. The business was still running, to be sure—it was still running well and profitably. He wasn’t driving his family into poverty.

      But he wasn’t doing it with any sort of ease. Overwhelmed was a minor description for his state of mind, and it never let up. He lived in constant bewilderment, certain he had no idea what he should be doing and what he was doing was all wrong. Oh, he knew he wasn’t doing everything wrong—he couldn’t be—but he felt as if he was, and he couldn’t get a handle on everything he needed to, couldn’t make it feel less like he was trying to juggle balls and knives and other sundry items without dropping anything or causing damage.

      He wondered if he ever would.

      For the moment, he was just happy to be done with it and home. He planned to visit Bria, change, eat dinner, and then let Bria sleep against his chest while he read something utterly frivolous. He could manage those things, he figured, without worrying about work or whether what he was doing was bad for Bria. She was healthy and growing, and seemed perfectly happy for him to cuddle her while he relaxed. Plan firmly in mind and giving him a more pleasant outlook for the evening, he moved with a little more bounce in his steps into his daughter’s nursery.

      And stopped.

      “Mother, I didn’t know you were here.” But he should have. The dog wasn’t in his usual spot outside the nursery door. His mother was the only one who shooed the dog away, and then ordered him put outside when he wouldn’t stay away. Tristan tried telling her he didn’t mind Indigo appointing himself Bria’s guard, but she would have none of it. Her horror at the very thought seemed to be yet one more reason she found Tristan incapable of caring for Bria on his own.

      Mother looked up at him and smiled. She sat in the rocking chair with Bria cradled in her arms. Bria wore a white dress covered in froths of pristine lace. Tristan was certain he’d never seen it before, and just as certain it wasn’t likely to remain pristine for long.

      “Good evening, Tristan.” Mother tilted her cheek for his kiss. “I came to visit Bria.”

      “And brought her a gift, I see. Weren’t you here with her yesterday?”

      “I can’t visit my granddaughter more than once?” She fixed him with an arch look that threatened to make him feel very small. But he’d noticed her visits were increasing in frequency. She’d visited five times already this week—one day she’d visited twice. He was beginning to wonder if she was coming because she wanted to see her granddaughter or because she wanted to make sure he wasn’t neglecting her in some way.

      But he couldn’t say so.

      “Of course you can, Mother.” He wanted very much to ask her if he could hold Bria, but Mother seemed unlikely to give her up at the moment. He’d have to bide his time. “How are you? How are Selene and my brothers?”

      “Good. Which you’d know if you lived at home where you and Bria belong.”

      He bit back a sigh. She never would understand why he’d chosen to move into his own house when he married, or why he chose to stay in his own home and not move back to hers. “We’re just fine here. And I see all of you often.”

      “The boys need their older brother. You’re all they have now that your father’s gone.”

      “I saw them two days ago. They know they’re always welcome here.” He would not allow her to guilt him into moving back into the family’s house. He couldn’t.

      Mother sniffed and looked back down at Bria. “She looks well.”

      He wondered if she truly expected to come here and find Bria in horrible conditions, but he couldn’t believe she would think so poorly of him, no matter what she believed about babies needing to be raised by women. “She is. Growing every day.”

      At a month old, Bria was larger and stronger than the delicate-looking infant she’d been at her birth. She had turned into a chubby-cheeked, bright-eyed baby with a full head of hair. He was far less scared of breaking her now.

      “So I see. Before we know it, she won’t be a baby anymore. She’ll be a little girl and then a young lady.”

      Tristan laughed. “Don’t rush the years away too fast, Mother.”

      “But time does move quickly, Tristan. Trust me, I know.” She looked back up at him, catching him with the intensity of her stare. “And what will you do when she’s a young girl who needs guidance?”

      His stomach sank. “Mother.”

      “Tristan, she’s going to need a mother, a woman to raise her and guide her. You wouldn’t know anything about turning her into the young lady she needs to be to make a proper marriage.”

      “As her grandmother, I’m sure you’ll give her guidance when she needs it.” But how many of his mother’s rigid beliefs about what was proper for a young lady did he really want his daughter to absorb?

      “But I won’t be with her every day because you won’t let me take her home with me.”

      “Because her home is with me.” He was not going to have this argument again. He’d thought over the last few weeks they’d laid it to rest. “She’ll stay here, and I will raise her.”

      “But you can’t do it on your own.”

      “I can.” He said it with all the confidence he could muster, putting up a facade he hoped his mother wouldn’t be able to see through. Because he was still terrified if he thought too hard about being a father.

      “Oh, Tristan. You think so, but little girls need mothers. All babies do, but especially girls. She needs more than just you.” Mother looked so kind, so concerned, and Tristan felt vaguely ill. He refused to let himself believe her, but doubts still plagued him. “You need to marry again.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t look at me like that. You can’t possibly be surprised.” Her expression turned incredulous with just an edge of pity. “Bria needs a mother, and you need a wife. You need sons.”

      Tristan managed to find his voice again with some difficulty. “Even if I wanted to marry again, which I don’t at this point, don’t you think it’s a little soon? The mourning period for Dariela isn’t near over yet.”

      “No, you can’t marry until your mourning period is over. But that doesn’t mean you can’t consider your options and begin looking for a wife. If you choose quickly, you can marry as soon as you’re out of mourning.” Her eyes narrowed as she watched him. “I’ve let you alone about this for a month, which we both know is plenty of time considering your feelings for Dariela.”

      “My feelings for her?” Tristan echoed, unable to quite figure out what to say. “I don’t understand.”

      “You aren’t going to tell me your marriage was a love match, are you? We both know that’s a lie. I could see you liked her well enough, but you didn’t love Dariela, and you don’t need to pretend to tender feelings with me. It’s all to the good, because you can start looking for a wife sooner.”

      He knew his mother couldn’t intend to sound quite as callous as she did. She couldn’t.

      “I may not have been in love with her, but I did respect her and I do respect her memory. I’m not going to begin planning a new marriage when she’s only been gone a month.” He shook his head, forestalling another argument from his mother. “I am fine as I am. Bria is fine. I do not need a wife.”

      He wished he could believe it would be the end of the issue.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you heard from Savarin?” Philip asked Etan as he, Amory, and Philip lingered over lunch. The morning had been a trying one, and none of them were ready to wade back into it for the afternoon. They wouldn’t be able to delay long, but a few extra moments were welcome.

      “This morning. He’s working his way along part of the eastern border, examining the magical protections there. It sounds slow-going. He seems to be investigating every inch of the border to see where the protections are and how strong they are.”

      “Sounds like it could take him years at that pace,” Amory said.

      “Probably not quite so long. But he is being thorough, so it won’t be quick. He’s talking about hiring a boat and following the coastline to see if the protections extend beyond the shore.”

      “Interesting,” Philip said. “Does he really think they might?”

      Etan shrugged. “He believes it’s worth hiring a boat to find out.”

      “I’m intrigued to hear what he finds.”

      “Me too,” Amory said. “I’ve always heard about magical protections around Tournai, but they’re talked about as legends.”

      “I think a lot has been forgotten about them,” Etan mused. “Legends can be helpful. Their mysteriousness adds to the strength of Tournai. But it would be good for us to know more.”

      “Have you found anything in your research?”

      Etan shook his head and sat back in his chair. “Not yet. I need to go further back in the archive. These protections have been around as long as we have, it seems. I have to look at older documents to see if any information about them exists.”

      “Let us know what you find,” Philip said.

      “Of course. You’ll be the first.” He’d inform Savarin, too, but Philip and Amory would know before him. Etan hoped the information would be easy to give to Savarin and not too entwined with information about and accounts of the royal family’s Talent. If it was, they’d have to decide what to tell Savarin together.

      A knock on the dining room door interrupted their conversation. Donatien, Philip’s secretary, stepped into the room at Philip’s call. He bowed to them. “Your Highness, Lord Bastien and Lord Griffen have arrived.”

      “Thank you, Donatien. Please escort them to the study. We’ll meet them there.”

      “Bastien came with him,” Etan said after the door closed behind Donatien. “He must be upset.”

      Bastien and Griffen were Philip’s cousins on his mother’s side. Though, if Etan remembered correctly, there was a tenuous connection to the royal family as well—a princess marrying one of Bastien and Griffen’s ancestors many generations back. Bastien was the oldest son in the family and had inherited his title at the same time Philip inherited the throne, his parents killed in the same accident that took Philip’s.

      “How upset is he likely to be?” Amory asked. “I’ve only met him twice, I think.”

      Etan wouldn’t be surprised if Amory’s recollection was correct. Bastien was much happier outside the city and, more often than not, stayed on his family’s land where they bred horses. He’d probably only been to Jumelle a couple of times since Amory and Philip met, and one of those was for Amory and Philip’s wedding.

      “He’s not going to be happy. But I need to know what happened from Griffen.” Philip stood. “Let’s go see what we can do. Etan, join us?”

      “Really?” He’d already been thinking about stealing an hour in the archives. “Why do you need me?”

      “Why should we have all the joy of breaking up a fight between siblings when we can share it with you?” Philip laughed at what Etan was certain was the horror on his face. “Also this does have to do with a diplomatic mission.”

      “Which makes it more than you trying to keep one of your cousins from murdering the other.” Etan sighed and stood. “All right. But are you sure you don’t want Cathal instead?”

      Philip shook his head and led the way to the study without another word. The incident bringing Griffen to them was certainly why Philip had called this meeting in his study. Summoning them to Philip’s formal office would be a bit too much—Bastien and Griffen were cousins to Philip, and while he might not be as close to them as he was to Etan and his siblings, he had a good and friendly relationship with them. They could have met in Philip and Amory’s suite, but it would have made the entire meeting about family, and Etan was well aware Philip needed it to be more than that.

      Philip sat behind his desk with Amory beside him. Etan hadn’t even found a chair yet when Donatien opened the door and ushered Bastien and Griffen into the room. The brothers resembled each other so closely they were often mistaken for twins, even though Bastien was the elder by a few years. They shared the same height and build, the same coloring and chiseled features, the same thick bronze hair. They had two other siblings, a younger brother studying at the university and a younger sister who left their estate even less frequently than Bastien did. Neither of the younger two looked as much like their older siblings.

      At the moment, the biggest difference between Bastien and Griffen was the simmering anger on Bastien’s face and the carefully blank expression on Griffen’s.

      Bastien and Griffen bowed as Donatien left the room.

      “Come in, both of you,” Philip said. “I didn’t even realize you were in the city, Bastien.”

      “I came in for the spring horse fair.” Bastien stared at Griffen through narrowed eyes. “I arrived at the house late last night to find Griffen had just arrived as well, even though he was supposed to be in Kavalas assisting the ambassador there. And then I found out why.”

      Griffen had always wanted to travel. Etan remembered him talking about far-off places he wanted to visit when they were children. Griffen had found an outlet for it at university when he began studying diplomacy with an eye to becoming an ambassador someday and had been so proud to receive his first overseas assignment, assisting the ambassador to Kavalas. Bastien had always doubted his brother had the temperament for it, and he probably saw this incident as proof. It wouldn’t be pleasant for Griffen at home for a while.

      Griffen winced slightly, and Etan didn’t blame him. Bastien’s voice had risen with every word he’d spoken, and he finished on something like a muted roar. “Bastien⁠—”

      Bastien cut off his brother. “I don’t want to hear excuses from you, Griffen. You were sent home from a diplomatic mission you were assigned by the crown prince because you dallied with a foreign dignitary.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “I told you I didn’t want excuses. You can’t do this. You proposition whomever you please and don’t expect consequences. When are you ever going to learn and grow up?”

      “Bastien.” Philip’s quiet voice cut across Bastien’s voice and silenced him instantly. “With the horse fair beginning, I’m certain you have other things to do this afternoon. There’s no need for you to stay here and interfere with your day’s schedule any more than you already have.”

      Etan was almost positive Philip wanted to tell Bastien not to interfere with something else entirely, but there wasn’t a hint of the insinuation in his tone.

      “Philip, I need to stay and hear what my brother thought he was doing.”

      “You don’t. This isn’t a matter for family—it’s a matter for me to deal with as prince. Go. You’ve made the trip into the city for the fair. Don’t waste it.” Philip fixed Bastien with a stare to back up his words until Bastien finally nodded.

      “I’ll see you at the house later,” Bastien said to Griffen, and Etan recognized the tone as one he’d heard from his own older brothers in his youth. He’d never liked hearing it. “You can tell me what happened.”

      Griffen seemed to sag a bit where he stood once the door closed behind Bastien. “Thank you, Philip. I appreciate it.”

      Philip turned his stare on Griffen. “Don’t think you’re out of the woods yet. You have to contend with me.”

      Griffen snapped his spine straight again. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      Philip smiled slightly. “Tell me what happened. I have a letter from the ambassador, but I want to hear it from you too.”

      “Yes, Your Highness. I know it sounds terrible to say, but it really wasn’t my fault.” Griffen winced again, and Etan right along with him, when Philip’s gaze sharpened. “I could have handled what happened better, but I didn’t start it. One of the Kavalan princes, a younger son, propositioned me. I didn’t think it would be a good idea to take him up on it, and frankly, I didn’t find him all that attractive. Certainly not enough to risk international incident if the affair didn’t end amicably.”

      Griffen was nowhere near as circumspect as Etan in his relationships, but he did generally remain on friendly terms with the men and women he dallied with. Bastien didn’t understand his social, outgoing brother—either his affairs or his desire to travel—but so far Etan couldn’t find fault with Griffen’s reasoning in the situation in which he’d found himself.

      “And then what?” Philip asked.

      Griffen shrugged, the sheepish look leaving his face to be replaced by a trace of confusion. “I turned him down. I thought I’d been polite enough, but maybe I wasn’t as careful as I should have been. The next thing I know, everything has blown up, and everyone is saying I made unwanted advances toward the prince. I didn’t, I promise you. It was all him.”

      Philip sighed and waved Griffen into a chair. “I know it was, and the ambassador does too. I think the king and queen of Kavalas do as well. But you see why you had to be sent home?”

      Griffen slumped into the chair. “I do. Everyone needed to save face, and we needed to defuse the situation. I do understand. I just don’t like it.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “It was my first posting.” Griffin’s words were tinged with a disappointment that had to hide a more profound dejection.

      “You’ll have another,” Philip said. “There aren’t going to be serious consequences from this. We’ll let it blow over for a while and put you to work here in Jumelle. Then we’ll find a place for you.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. I appreciate your trust and your faith in me. I won’t fail you.”

      “Good.”

      “Now I just have to survive Bastien.”

      Etan and Philip both chuckled. Amory frowned a bit, but Philip took his hand and brought it to his lips for a brief kiss of reassurance. Amory didn’t know Bastien well, and knew Griffen only slightly better. Griffen wouldn’t be happy with Bastien’s lectures, but he wouldn’t be in any danger either. “I can’t help you there, but you’ll survive. And if you need to escape, you know you’re welcome up here.”

      “We’d love to see you while you’re here,” Etan said now that the serious portion of the discussion seemed to be over.

      Griffen flashed him a smile, mostly friendly but with an edge of flirtation. Etan ignored the flirtation, used to Griffen’s ways after years of knowing him. There had been a time when he’d considered starting something with Griffen, but as much as they were friendly and had some fun flirting with each other, there wasn’t much else there. Nothing to sustain an affair past a night or two.

      “Thank you, Etan. If I had to be sent home, at least I’ll have the chance to see everyone. I’ve missed you all.”

      “Even with all the wonders you were seeing?” Etan teased.

      “Even then, though Kavalas was wonderful. Such a beautiful place!” Griffen’s eyes sparkled, his face lighting up with excitement. His enthusiasm always gave his already handsome face a quality that made it difficult for others to look away.

      “We’ll look forward to hearing about it soon,” Etan said.

      “Yes, in something more than your official reports.” Philip smiled at Griffen, firmly back to the role of cousin more than prince.

      “I’ll be happy to tell you all about it, but I’ll warn you, you may have trouble getting me to stop talking once I start.” Griffen said it with a joking lilt, but knowing Griffen as he did, Etan knew it was exactly what would happen.
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