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Chapter One

Amory giggled as he and Tristan practically fell through the garden gate. He slapped a hand over his mouth, but Tristan must not have heard. If he had, he would have teased without mercy, as was his right as Amory’s closest friend. But Tristan tugged him along, barely giving him a chance to latch the gate behind them so the lock spell would reengage.

All morning, Tristan had been in high spirits—unusual as he was usually the more focused one in classes. But when Amory asked him what was going on, Tristan only shrugged. Maybe it was the weather. All of Jumelle seemed livelier since the warmth of spring had burst over the city.

He let Tristan pull him down the stone path to a secluded corner of the garden shaded by large trees. The walled garden was blooming, giving them plenty of dense foliage to duck behind. With a wicked grin, Tristan turned and pushed him back against a sturdy tree. Before Amory could say a word, Tristan sealed his mouth over Amory’s in a breath-stealing kiss.

The kiss wasn’t a surprise, not then. They had been kissing a lot over the past year or so. The first time had been a surprise, even for Tristan who’d seemed shocked at his own actions. Amory never thought his friend would want to kiss him. He hadn’t thought Tristan saw him in such a way, was attracted to men at all. Their first kiss had been tentative and awkward. They’d gotten better at it quickly.

Much better.

He moaned into the kiss and pulled Tristan closer, urging him to settle his weight against Amory and relishing the feel of Tristan’s firm body against his even as it pushed him into rough tree bark. But who cared about tree bark when Tristan was kissing him as if he wanted to consume him? Deep and passionate, with tongues tangling and teeth nipping. Yes, they had definitely gotten better with all the practice.

“Tris,” he gasped when Tristan pulled back. He wasn’t done with the kiss. But Tristan said nothing, just began kissing along the line of Amory’s jaw. The light little kisses made him shiver and stifle another moan. Though they were in a back corner, away from the house, they were still in his family’s garden, and he didn’t want anyone finding them. They should go somewhere else. A nip to his earlobe made him shudder, and a nuzzling kiss under his ear drove the thought right out of his head.

He grabbed the back of Tristan’s neck and pulled his lips back to Amory’s own for another kiss. Tristan’s slightly larger frame still pressed him into the tree, but Amory took control of the kiss, deepening it and exploring Tristan’s mouth with his tongue. He nearly laughed when Tristan whimpered, loving his ability to provoke such a reaction in the other man. Tristan pulled back with a gasp, and they leaned there together, panting.

“I love kissing you,” Tristan gasped.

Relief exploded in Amory’s chest. Tristan hadn’t said he loved Amory. Tristan was his best friend, but even with all the kissing, Amory wasn’t in love with him. “Me too.”

Tristan grinned and dropped a quick kiss on Amory’s lips. “I want to do more.”

“M-more?” His cheeks heated at the stutter.

Tristan grinned and kissed him again. “Yep. More.”

Amory’s nerves didn’t abate at the confirmation, though he wasn’t sure where they came from. In all the time since that first awkward moment, they hadn’t done anything but kiss. Oh, they touched a little, but never on bare skin and never below the waist. They’d never discussed the concept of “more” before.

The idea did intrigue him. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t thought about what it would be like—he had. But imagining it and doing it were two separate things, and the idea of doing more with Tristan made him vaguely uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure why. They were best friends, and they’d come this far. There was no reason not to go a little farther.

Tristan watched him, his blue eyes intense and a little quizzical. How long had Amory stood there, not saying anything? He smiled past his nerves. “Like what?”

Tristan grinned, slow and wicked, and reached out to unfasten Amory’s pants without a word. Before Amory could protest, before he could decide whether he wanted to protest, Tristan had his hand inside Amory’s pants. He gripped him and began a tight, slow stroke. The feel of another man’s hand on him for the first time stole Amory’s breath, and when he got it back, all he could do was moan.

Tristan’s grin widened at the sound, and his hand sped up, working Amory faster. After a few moments standing there, struggling to breathe, Amory realized he wasn’t doing anything for Tristan. He scrambled to unfasten Tristan’s pants with fumbling fingers as Tristan whispered encouragement. Finally, Amory wrapped his hand around Tristan’s hard member and began to stroke him in time with Tristan’s strokes. It felt awkward at first, different from touching himself yet not so different, but Tristan didn’t voice any objections.

“Yes, yes, yes. Amory,” Tristan gasped into Amory’s ear.

It didn’t last long. Amory might have been embarrassed at how quickly he found his release if Tristan didn’t finish just as fast, spilling over Amory’s hand, and collapsing against him. He was glad of the tree at his back, rough bark and all, because his wobbly knees didn’t have a chance of holding both of them up.

He didn’t know what to think about what they’d done. He’d enjoyed it, but the uncomfortable feeling still plagued him. Before he could begin to analyze it, Tristan was chuckling, low at first, quiet in Amory’s ear, his body shaking against Amory’s chest. Tristan pulled back enough to look at him. His eyes sparkled with happiness, and Amory’s laughter bubbled up to join his friend’s.

The laughter eased the way as they fumbled for handkerchiefs, cleaned themselves up, and neatened their clothes again. Then they leaned against each other and the tree, still laughing a little. It was Amory who moved for another kiss. Both of them were grinning when their lips met, and they couldn’t seem to stop laughing as they kissed, as they kept kissing. But the laughter was soft and light, like the kisses, and Amory relaxed into them, wrapping his arms around Tristan. Telling himself he would think about everything later.

“Good afternoon, brother.”

The unexpected voice and its snide tone had Amory jerking away from the kiss. The back of his head thunked into the tree trunk behind him. Tristan jumped back, separating them much more effectively. Amory almost wished he hadn’t. The short distance between them seemed like a vast gulf, and Amory felt very alone as he straightened away from the tree and turned to face his older brother.

Alban’s handsome face was twisted in a sneer even more disgusted than the one he habitually wore when looking at Amory. He studied Amory and Tristan in silence while Amory struggled not to squirm. No use saying anything to Alban, he knew from bitter experience.

“Now I know why you wanted no part of that pretty little maid last week.” Disdain dripped from Alban’s every word. “You’re more of a disappointment than I thought. Worthless. How are you even my brother?”

With a shake of his head, Alban turned and strode away, likely heading directly for the house. Amory remained frozen for a long moment, not even blinking.

“He’s going to tell your father.” Tristan’s voice was flat, so different from its usual exuberant, almost musical quality. The shock of it broke Amory’s paralysis, and Amory turned to face him. Tristan still stared at the spot where Alban had stood.

“Yes, he is.” Amory ran a shaking hand through his hair and slumped back against the tree. Alban hadn’t hit him, which was a pleasant surprise, but the consequences were still going to be bad. How would Father react? With disappointment, certainly, but that was nothing new. Most likely with anger as well. However disgusted Alban was, their father would be ten times more so.

“Do you think they’ll tell my father?” Tristan turned fear-filled blue eyes on Amory.

“Tris.” Amory reached out. He couldn’t bear seeing him so afraid, and though he couldn’t say much to reassure him, he couldn’t stand by while Tristan was upset either.

But he stepped out of Amory’s reach. “Do you?”

Amory tried to hold back a flinch. “I don’t know.”

Tristan groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face. “He can’t. I don’t know what my father will do if he finds out I prefer men. I’m his oldest son. I’m supposed to take over for him in the business, get married. Have sons to take over the family business after me.”

“You still can. All right, the children part would be difficult if you don’t marry someone who can carry them, but you can still take over the family business.” He didn’t bother mentioning that Tristan had four younger brothers and a younger sister. Surely at least one of them would have children someday who could inherit the family’s business if Tristan never had any of his own and his father insisted on an heir of their blood. But Tristan took his responsibilities as first son seriously. Too seriously. He wouldn’t want to hear that at the moment.

“Not if he disowns me.”

“Now you’re being dramatic. Preferring men is not illegal. It’s not wrong. Your father loves you. He’s proud of you, and you’ll be the same son he’s proud of after he finds out.”

“You don’t know that, Amory.”

No, he didn’t. But Tristan had a better chance of everything working out fine than Amory did. Tristan’s father was proud of his accomplishments, which was more than Amory could say.

“I may not, but I believe it will be all right. Don’t borrow trouble. My father and brother might be too busy killing me to remember to tell your father.”

Tristan huffed out a half laugh and whacked him on the shoulder. “Don’t joke about that.”

“Who’s joking?” Amory smiled crookedly. “Seriously, though, I do think everything will be all right with your father.” He took Tristan’s hand and squeezed and then let go before Tristan could pull away.

“Maybe. I need to go.”

“All right. I’ll see you soon.”

“See you.” Tristan slipped out of their little corner of the garden and was gone before Amory could get another word out. He tried not to think about how unsure Tristan’s parting words sounded. He didn’t want to lose Tristan. Not when he would likely need his friend more than ever.

He didn’t think Father would kill him, but he couldn’t rule out Father hitting him. It was partly why he was so surprised Alban hadn’t—his older brother was a perfect replica of their father in every way. But even without actual murder, Father could make Amory’s life miserable, and Amory wouldn’t be able to do anything until he came of age next week. A week seemed like a short time but was long enough for his father to…

He needed to think about his options. Father would never accept his preferences. Once his father knew, Amory’s time in his family’s house was limited. He hated to leave his younger siblings, especially Adeline, but he doubted he would have much of a choice. It might be best to leave before he was thrown out.

Sighing, he pushed himself away from the tree and started for the house. He hoped he could avoid Father long enough to spend a little time with Adeline and make some plans. And to get his hands to stop shaking.

*

Later that night, Amory was still wondering what would happen. He’d canceled plans with friends to attend a show put on by a sorcerer with a strong Talent for illusions who was creating a lot of excitement in the city because he wanted to get whatever was going to happen over with. But nothing had. Father hadn’t hit him, yelled, or even spoken to him when Amory saw him. His expression was more disgusted than usual, but that was all. It didn’t make sense, and with each moment, dread tied Amory into tighter knots.

Dinner progressed as it always did in their household. The entire family ate each night in the formal dining room. Its wood-paneled walls and heavy brocade hangings made the room dark and oppressive, something even the steady glow of the light globes in the glass chandelier couldn’t alleviate. The magic globes took the place of candles in many of the fixtures in the house and were a costly convenience Father coveted. Amory never liked the room. Nevertheless, he had been required to eat there with the family since he was twelve years old. Before that, he’d eaten in the nursery with his younger siblings. They were seven at the table that night—his parents, Alban, Adeline, their two younger sisters, Adora and Alva, and him. His two youngest siblings could escape the grueling family meals because they were only ten and eight years old. Lucky children.

Father ordered they eat a meal of several courses, as he insisted the nobility did each night. Amory wasn’t entirely certain how Father could know with such authority how they ate at the palace, or why his family needed to imitate the nobility at all, but his opinions didn’t matter. Amory couldn’t complain. He could only endure the long, stilted nightly affair during which his father and brother discussed business, and the rest of them ate silently unless spoken to.

Which was what Amory was currently doing, though he tried to blend into the background more than usual. He wasn’t even exchanging furtive, speaking glances and signals with Adeline. Too much trepidation filled him to do anything but focus on his food and hope he went unnoticed.

“Amory.”

Perhaps he’d cursed himself by thinking it. He looked up at Father from his position farther down the table. “Yes, Father?”

“Alban and I are meeting with the crown prince tomorrow afternoon about a piece he commissioned from us. You will come with us.”

Father’s blunt words made no sense. He never involved Amory in business. Amory knew the workings of their family’s glassmaking business—he’d grown up learning it—but he had no role there, and he was never taken to meet customers. Let alone customers who were so important. The principality of Tournai was known for its beautiful glasswork and fine mirrors, and his family’s business was at the pinnacle of the trade. The crown prince, and his father before him, ordered exclusively from Amory’s family.

Amory had never been allowed to meet him. Father was derisive of Amory’s business skills and deplored his creativity. Amory hoped his two youngest brothers had better luck living up to his father’s expectations; his sisters wouldn’t even be given the opportunity to join the business if they wanted to. So why was he being taken to the palace? Father didn’t know of Amory’s involvement with the piece, so it couldn’t be a problem he would be blamed for.

“O-of course, Father,” he stuttered when he realized he’d been silent too long.

Father shook his head. “Dress appropriately and do not embarrass me.”

As if Amory could ever be anything other than an embarrassment in his father’s eyes. “Yes, Father.”

Father fixed him with a hard stare and then made a sound of disgust low in his throat. “Maybe now you’ll be of some use to me.”

With that, he turned back to his conversation with Alban and left the rest of the table in silence again. Amory met Adeline’s quizzical stare from across the table and shrugged. He didn’t know what was going on either.

But he didn’t have a good feeling about it.

*

Philip Alexander Stefan Mael threw himself down into his office chair with a long sigh, forcing the weight of responsibility that came with each of those names from his body. Audiences had been long that afternoon, some of the petitions complex, others tedious and frustrating, but he’d insisted on presiding on his own. He wasn’t alone with the petitioners in the audience chamber—there were any number of people with him—but he refused to have his uncle whispering in his ear. Uncle Umber, his father’s brother, had become a source of counsel and support when his father died. But Father had been gone over a year, and Uncle Umber needed to let Philip be the ruler of Tournai. He had been trained and prepared for it his whole life, but no one would ever see him as a ruler if his uncle was perceived to be the power behind the throne.

Uncle Umber wasn’t pleased, but he hadn’t protested. Maybe he was coming to terms with Philip’s ability to rule on his own. Or maybe Uncle Umber was waiting for him to give up and crawl back. He couldn’t envision a time when he didn’t seek Uncle Umber’s counsel, but Philip would rule his country himself, if it killed him. And it might. Not because he wasn’t capable of carrying out the task, but because ruling was all he did. He looked at the stack of papers on his desk and slumped deeper into his chair.

A rap on the door forced him to sit up straight. “Enter.”

Cathal opened the door and bowed. “Your Highness.”

“Cathal, you realize you don’t need to bow or to call me that when we’re alone.”

“You’re the crown prince.” Obviously, that explained everything for his stickler-for-protocol cousin. “The glassmaker is here, Your Highness.”

Philip rubbed a hand over his face. He didn’t feel like dealing with Arnau at the moment. Owning the finest glassmaking business in Tournai did not make the man less irritating. But it needed to be done. “Where is he?”

“The red receiving room.” Though small, it was the most formal and intimidating of the receiving rooms. The sweeping view from its large window was the one good thing about it to Philip’s mind. The rest… All the red velvet and gilt and ornate furniture were too much for his personal tastes, but they made it the perfect room in which to meet a man like Arnau.

“Fine. Let’s get this over with.” He strode from the office, Cathal on his heels. Cathal moved ahead only when they reached the red room. He pulled the door open and stepped back so Philip could precede Cathal inside.

Arnau was already there, and he’d brought his son with him. Alban was more insufferable than his father at times. Philip bit back a groan as he walked past the three men, who had all bent into bows as soon as he stepped through the door. He sat in the chair on the small dais at the other side of the room. Cathal took up a position standing to his left as the three visitors straightened.

His gaze slid over Arnau and Alban. They’d met with him more than once in the past, but the man with them was a stranger. He looked young, younger even than Philip, and—

Philip’s mouth dried, his breath caught in his throat, and he stared. At the curling auburn hair and the slender, lithe body dressed in well-cut, well-made clothes. At the rich brown eyes staring back at him. They went almost comically wide and startled, but the young man didn’t look away, and Philip couldn’t bring himself to either. A delightful blush stained the stranger’s cheeks, and Philip wanted to grin. Who was this man?

A soft noise—Cathal clearing his throat—brought his attention back to where it should be. Arnau stood in front of the dais, flanked by the two other men and slightly in front of them, a supercilious expression on his face. Philip reminded himself again that Arnau owned the foremost glassmaking operation in Tournai.

“Master Arnau.”

“Good afternoon, Your Highness. I am always honored to receive an invitation to the palace.” Arnau gave him another half bow, his tone an odd mix of self-important and ingratiating. As if he had been invited to the palace for a social engagement, not to give an accounting of himself. “You have met my son Alban previously. This is my second son, Amory.”

Arnau gestured at the beautiful mystery man. He was Arnau’s son? Philip never would have guessed. Amory looked nothing like his father and brother. They were bulkier in build and darker in coloring. And there was something else, something less definable, separating Amory from the rest of his family.

“It is an honor to meet you, Your Highness,” Amory said. His voice sent a shiver down Philip’s spine, even as he noted the sincerity in the words. Another difference between Amory and his father. Arnau never seemed sincere.

“And you, Master Amory,” he said before turning quickly to Arnau. He couldn’t get lost watching a beautiful man. “Master Arnau, I assume you have a good reason why the chandelier I ordered from you is now a week late.”

Amory’s eyes widened, shock and annoyance swirling in their depths, as Arnau began to bluster. “Your Highness, the chandelier is a complex design and, as such, will take much delicate, time-consuming work to finish.”

“A design you submitted to me and assured me could be completed on the timetable you set.” Philip focused on Arnau as he spoke but kept watch on Amory out of the corner of his eye.

“The men who work for me are artists who produce the finest glass in the world, Your Highness. A product of quality takes time.”

Amory’s eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open slightly at his father’s words, though he immediately tried to hide his surprise and disbelief. Interesting.

“I am aware of what a product of quality takes, Master Arnau. I am also aware of the quality of your workers. None of which tells me why you and your craftsmen were unable to meet a delivery date you set.” Philip held up a hand to forestall whatever excuses were going to come forth. “As you were aware when I gave you this commission, the chandelier is a gift for the king and queen of Amaranta on the birth of their first child. For the honor of Tournai and for our continued good relationship with a neighboring kingdom, the gift I commissioned from you, which I trusted you and your craftsman to complete on time, must be delivered to them before their child reaches adulthood.”

Perhaps that last was a bit much. It had only been a week’s delay. Regardless, sending a gift late—and the delay would be more than a week by the time the chandelier was finished—would not make Tournai look good to its neighbors. They were a small principality, but their size only meant they needed to build stronger ties to their larger neighbors.

“I do apologize, Your Highness.” Arnau’s voice took on its most ingratiating tone, his face becoming an insincere mask of contrition. “We never intended to delay delivery of your gift. We are working to complete it with all due speed.”

Philip allowed more of his annoyance to show. “If you had done that from the beginning, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, Master Arnau.”

“Of course, Your Highness. One more week, and the chandelier will be completed to perfection. It will be the most impressive gift the king and queen of Amaranta receive. The envy of all others.” Arnau seemed to clue in to Philip’s impatience and cut short his words. His face didn’t change, but a calculating gleam came to his eyes. “In the meantime, perhaps I can do something to apologize for the inconvenience we have caused you.”

He raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t wait to hear what Arnau thought would appease him. A discount? If Philip hadn’t needed the highest quality glasswork for the gift, he would never have done business with Arnau again.

“As you see, I brought my son Amory with me today.” Amory turned a puzzled gaze on his father, who seemed almost…smug. “I thought you might like to spend an evening together, Your Highness. Get to know each other.”

Complete silence fell. Arnau couldn’t be saying what it sounded like, could he?

“I don’t understand, Master Arnau. What are you offering?”

Oh, yes, his expression was definitely smug. “I only hoped you might like to get to know Amory better, Your Highness. You are both like-minded men, and Amory hasn’t known any others. I thought you might get along well, if you spent an evening, or a night, getting acquainted.”

Was Arnau really…? Arnau’s expression wasn’t just smug, it was knowing, somehow, and slimy. He was. Arnau was offering his son’s virginity, or at least a night with Amory in Philip’s bed, in exchange for his allowing them extra time to work on the commission. His stomach churned with a sick mixture of horror and disgust. How could a father do such a thing? For all intents sell his child for his own gain.

One glance at Amory’s stricken expression told him Amory had no part in Arnau’s plan. The horror and embarrassment in those big eyes ignited a fire inside Philip. He opened his mouth to yell, to give Arnau the scare of his life before sending him on his way. After canceling the order that brought them there and assuring Arnau the royal family would never go to him for glasswork again.

But then he looked at Amory. He didn’t know the man at all, but there was something about him…and he didn’t think it was only Amory’s beauty. Something told him maybe Amory could be a friend at least, if not a lover. He wanted to trust the feeling, ached to be right. But even if he imagined whatever potential he thought was there, no one deserved to be treated the way Arnau was treating Amory.

He couldn’t yell and send them away. Couldn’t send Amory away with them.

He turned the full force of his most regal stare on Arnau and waited. Waited. There. The first hints of uncertainty in that insufferable expression. Just because he found out somehow Philip preferred to spend his time with men, and presumably Amory did as well, didn’t mean his little plan should succeed.

“I think whether Master Amory and I would like to further our acquaintance is not solely a question for me, but for Master Amory as well,” he said after a pause he judged long enough.

“He does, of course,” Arnau said. “He would be honored to further an acquaintance with you, Your Highness, and do anything you wish for him to do.”

Philip fought to keep his voice even. “I would much rather hear from Master Amory.”

Arnau none-too-gently nudged his younger son, who remained frozen at his side. “Tell the prince, Amory. Now.”

“No,” Philip interrupted. “I will speak with Master Amory alone.”

Amory’s mouth dropped open, and Arnau flushed and turned back to Philip. “I must protest, Your Highness—”

“Must you? I don’t think you’re in the position to protest anything, Master Arnau.” Philip was beyond tired of hearing the man talk, and even after making his decision, he was having a hard time keeping his temper in check. The meeting had turned out to be more infuriating than he’d anticipated. “Master Amory? Would you come with me, please?”

Amory’s dark eyes found him as his mouth snapped shut. He nodded. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Philip rose from the hideous, uncomfortable chair and gestured for Amory to follow while he turned to Cathal. “Stay here.”

Cathal was doing a good job of holding back his own surprise and dismay, but Philip saw it. Still, Cathal nodded and seemed to settle more comfortably where he stood. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Arnau gripped Amory’s arm as he whispered furiously in Amory’s ear. Philip barely stopped himself from rolling his eyes. “Master Amory?”

Amory looked up at him and stepped away from his father, forcing Arnau to release him. “Yes, Your Highness.”

He led Amory out into the corridor and then gestured for him to fall in beside him. For some reason, he wanted Amory next to him, not following behind. It would be a few minutes’ walk back to his suite. He wasn’t positive Amory would make it that far before he needed to sit—the poor man was white as a sheet—but hopefully Amory wasn’t as unsteady as he looked. Philip wanted privacy for their conversation, and his suite was the best place to find it.

He glanced at the man walking beside him. Amory was slightly shorter than he was, so Philip was at eye level with his thick auburn hair. He itched to run his fingers through those curls, to find out if they were as soft as they looked. They would be, and then he would want to nuzzle into them, rub his cheek over them. Probably not a good way to set Amory at ease.

Shaking off temptation, he forced himself to look forward as they continued to walk through the quiet back corridors. Finally, he ushered Amory into his sitting room and closed the door behind them, hoping to forestall any interruptions. When he turned from the door, Amory stood in the middle of the room, looking lost and more than a little mortified.

“Sit, please.” He tried to make his smile as warm and reassuring as he could and took Amory’s arm in a gentle grasp to lead him to a chair. Amory’s eyes went wide and startled, but his gaze never left Philip’s as Amory lowered himself gracefully into the chair.


Chapter Two

Amory’s life had been in some sort of a spin since the afternoon before. He’d gone through his normal morning routine, but nothing seemed normal. The university’s spring term classes ended that day, but he couldn’t go with his friends for a celebratory lunch because he needed to make sure he arrived home in time to change and leave for the palace with his father and brother. Tristan barely spoke to him all morning, so perhaps not going to lunch was for the best.

He trudged home to find Adeline supervising one of the maids in pressing and laying out his clothes, something he hadn’t given much thought. Though she remained puzzled at their father’s actions, Adeline was almost vibrating with excitement for him. At sixteen, she was fascinated by the idea of the nobility and the palace. Or perhaps by the idea of beautiful gowns and handsome noblemen. Either way, she admonished him numerous times to tell her everything when he returned.

The green silk and velvet he wore was too heavy for the warm day, but he was glad of it when they arrived at the palace. Not for warmth, but for armor.

Riding through the palace gates with his father and brother, he was swamped by a wave of nervous excitement, both for the trip to the palace and a potential role in the family business. Even if he couldn’t quite understand how such a thing would happen after yesterday’s revelation. Focusing on the palace itself was far less confusing.

He’d grown up in the shadow of the palace. Tournai’s capital was not so large, and the district where his family lived not so far from the royal residence, that he could avoid seeing it every day. The palace was built at Jumelle’s highest elevation and separated from the city by a thick, high wall, but the main gates opened onto the city’s largest square. Many of Jumelle’s major celebrations were centered there, swirling around an elaborate fountain. The square was as close to the building as he’d been.

They dismounted in a large courtyard paved in an intricate pattern of red and gray stone, and he had a moment to look up at the building itself while Father spoke to the servant who met them. Seeing it from a distance didn’t do its grandeur justice. The bright white stone sparkled in the strong afternoon sun, almost blinding him. He got the impression of towers reaching upward toward the sky and large, arched windows set with stained glass. Some of that glass had probably been made by his own ancestors.

The servant led them up wide steps, through a thick door crowned with the royal family’s coat of arms with its rearing cat—a reference to the legends of large, magical cats that came to Tournai’s defense in battle hundreds of years ago—and inside to an entrance hall floored in red, ivory, and gray marble. The quick pace the servant set kept him from dawdling to gawk at everything they passed. Father strode behind the servant with his chin up, not looking around him, as if he belonged in the halls of the palace. Alban emulated Father perfectly.

Amory didn’t think he could feign their sense of entitlement if he tried, so he concentrated on not staring at the people and the rich interior of the building while committing it to memory. Adeline wanted a report, and he wanted to see as much of the art and architecture of the palace as he could.

The servant led them to a receiving room and left them there to wait for the prince. Amory glanced around. Everything that could be decorated in the small room seemed to be, most of it in heavy red silk and velvet, and gold. His father and brother approved quite vocally of the choice of room, admiring the decor as they settled in to wait. They went to the refreshments on the sideboard and poured glasses of wine and sampled what looked to be savory tarts of some kind.

Amory didn’t join them. While the food and drink were most likely meant for them, no one had invited them to eat, and he felt wrong presuming. Instead, he stood there, in the ostentatious room, listening to his father and brother comment about the food and complain about the wait, as if their time was more valuable than a prince’s.

Father and Alban put down their glasses quickly enough when the prince entered the room several moments later. Amory took up a position slightly behind and to the side of Father; as he bowed, all his focus narrowed onto the prince.

He had only ever seen Crown Prince Philip Alexander Stefan Mael at a distance. The representations of him, the drawings, his face on the coins, didn’t come close to showing how handsome the prince was. Tall, broad-shouldered, and narrow-hipped, he was well-built, his physique obvious in his well-tailored clothes. His dark hair was perhaps slightly too long for fashion, but somehow that endeared him to Amory. The prince was only a couple of years older than him, but he looked more mature than his years, probably owing to his ascension to the throne at such a young age. Amory let his gaze roam over the prince’s form while his attention was on Father and Alban.

Then, with a shock that took his breath, he found his gaze caught by the prince’s. Embarrassment at being caught staring spread heat over his face, but he couldn’t look away. Those eyes drew him in, staring into his as if they were trying to discern everything about him. Outlined in a thick fringe of lashes, the mix of green, amber, and gold all swirled together reminded him of a cat’s eyes. He supposed he was romanticizing plain hazel, but they captivated him, and it was a blow when the prince finally looked away.

Amory worked on gathering his scattered thoughts and controlling his wayward, sudden attraction to Prince Philip of all people while the prince spoke with his father. He wasn’t having much success, only barely managing a polite response to his introduction to the prince, until he heard the reason for their visit.

The chandelier was late. He didn’t understand how it could happen. However much his father posed and postured, he ran his business well. Commissions were never late, especially important ones. And a commission from the prince for a gift to the reigning monarch of a neighboring kingdom was important. He couldn’t fathom why Father would think he could get away with insulting the prince of Tournai so blatantly.

Saying the chandelier showcased the best of Tournai’s glasswork tradition was not a lie. It had been designed for just such a purpose. The craftsmanship would be impeccable—once the chandelier was crafted. And the design itself was both traditional and innovative. Its sinuous curves were elegant and refined yet intricate as well. The bold blue shades of the glass did nothing to take away from that elegance, while making the piece more special. He loved it, and not only because he had created the bulk of the design. Nevertheless, he was proud of his design, even if no one else would ever know. The chandelier would be given as an important gift, and people would appreciate its beauty.

But Father had ruined everything. Any idiot could see the prince—ridiculously handsome though he was—was furious.

Amory frantically tried to think of anything they could do to appease the prince, even though he could promise nothing were he to come up with an idea. Father gave him no authority in the business. He and Alban would have to find a solution.

But Amory couldn’t believe the proposed solution, or really, the way Father attempted to bribe the prince for more time. Father was…whoring him out to the crown prince of Tournai, telling the prince he could be the first to have Amory.

What Father had said about getting some use out of him suddenly made sense.

Shock and horror churned in his stomach and made ice of his veins. His thoughts whirled in dizzying circles. Struggling to keep up with Prince Philip as they walked, he no longer saw the beauty of the palace, and hardly realized how close he was to the handsome prince. The only thought he could hold onto was the hope that he wasn’t going to be sick right there. He was embarrassed enough—he could not be sick in front of the prince. Concentrating on the sound of their footsteps, curiously in step, he forced himself to breathe.

He was so focused he was almost startled when the prince stopped and opened a door, before ushering him into the room beyond. Once inside, Amory had no idea what to do.

A quick glance showed him a sitting room nowhere near as ostentatious as the room they’d left. Amory’s family was quite wealthy, and Father’s house reflected their wealth, but the palace was on an entirely different scale. The sitting room didn’t make him uncomfortable though. He couldn’t say it reminded him of home, because Father’s tastes ran toward keeping up appearances, which always meant something more formal and fashionable than Amory would have chosen. This room was luxurious but comfortable too. Rich fabrics in warm colors covered plush chairs, couches, and pillows, almost inviting a person to curl up there. A thick carpet covered the floor in front of a massive fireplace, and drapes were drawn back from wide windows. Yes, it was a comfortable room, the first room in the palace where he felt at ease, and he calmed a little more because of it.

“Sit, please.”

He jumped at the unexpected voice. Then something more unexpected—the prince’s hand, gently taking his arm. Amory’s gaze flew up to meet the prince’s, and he found concern and even compassion filling the prince’s eyes, not pity or something more disturbing as he half feared. Those green-gold eyes caught his again, as they had earlier, and he couldn’t seem to look away from them as the prince guided him to a chair. The care was so nice, the hand on his arm so warm, he couldn’t bring himself to complain about being treated as if he were made of glass.

“Can I get you something to drink? Water? Though you could probably use something stronger.”

The prince’s words were kind, but Amory felt a flash of insult. At least the heat of it burned away more of the fog in his mind. “I’m not weak. Your Highness.”

The prince didn’t seem to take offense to the sharp words. “I never said you were, but you did have a shock.” His expression turned wry around the edges. “We both have.”

“I suppose we have.”

Without waiting for more of a reply, the prince went to a sideboard and poured two glasses from the decanter sitting there, the distinctive gold color of the liquid marking it as plaire, a liquor unique to Tournai.

As he sipped from his glass, the liquor smooth and warm and subtly spicy on his tongue, Amory watched the prince. The prince sipped his drink as well and let out a slow breath. Perhaps his calm appearance disguised a deeper disquiet.

Knowing the prince had been shocked at his father’s offer reassured Amory somehow, made him a little less nervous. Not that he wasn’t still worried. Father was trying to sell him to Prince Philip, and Amory didn’t know what the prince would do. He’d told Amory’s father he wanted to hear Amory’s agreement from him. Did that mean the prince intended to accept Father’s proposal?

Amory took a large gulp of his drink. Prince Philip was gorgeous with all that thick, dark hair, and the fluid grace of his movements, and those eyes—really amazing eyes. But his handsomeness didn’t mean Amory wanted to be ordered to share his bed.

“Do you work with your father and brother?” The prince’s voice broke the silence and Amory jumped again. The prince smiled another of those warm, almost intimate smiles. “I only ask because I haven’t met you before today, but I have met your brother.”

“No, I don’t work with them. I’ve learned the business, of course, but my father hasn’t asked me to be a part of it. My brother has helped him for years.”

The prince’s face turned almost sympathetic. Did he realize Father had never wanted Amory to be a part of the business because Amory was a disappointment to him? Too creative, too kind. Not the perfect copy of Father Alban was. But what he said was, “And you thought maybe he finally was by bringing you with him today.”

It wasn’t a question, but Amory answered anyway. “I did. I didn’t expect…”

The prince laughed shortly and shook his head. “I didn’t either, though I wasn’t looking forward to meeting with your father. What do you do, then?”

Amory could imagine why the prince hadn’t wanted the meeting. He was well aware how difficult a man his father could be. “I was taking some classes at the university, but they finished today. And I like to spend time with the craftsmen at the glassworks.”

The prince grinned. “Have you seen my chandelier then? Does it exist?”

That lightning-fast grin made Amory’s insides flip around in strange, but not unpleasant, ways. He managed to smile back. “It exists, Your Highness.”

“How far behind are they really? Can it be finished in the time your father is asking for?”

“I don’t know, Your Highness.” But he would have told the prince if he did. “I wasn’t aware they’d fallen behind. With classes ending, I haven’t been there to see them at work lately. But I’m familiar with the design, of course, and the chandelier was coming along beautifully.”

The prince’s eyes sharpened. “Are you? How familiar?”

“Well, Your Highness, I…” Amory had always been miserable at dissembling and was apparently worse when seated next to a wildly attractive prince. It would have to be the truth. “The design was my idea.”

“The design was yours? I thought you said you have no part in the business?”

“I don’t. My father doesn’t know. I was visiting with the most senior of the glassworkers one day, and he described the commission to me. I sketched out some ideas he ended up liking.”

“I liked them too.”

Amory’s cheeks heated at the praise. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Do you work with the glass, too, or only the designs?”

Amazing how the prince came to the correct conclusion from so little. “Only the designs, Your Highness, and only sometimes. I tried working with glass, but I don’t have the skill for it.” He had wanted to be good at it, despite knowing Father would never allow him to work in the business as a craftsman.

“From what I’ve seen, your creativity with the designs makes up for that. Did you want to work in your family’s business?”

“It’s what I always expected I would do, what we’re raised to do. But I don’t think it’s ever going to happen, especially not now.” Amory doubted he wanted it to happen after the events of this afternoon, even if it could. Father hadn’t shown himself in a good light, and Amory didn’t think he could go back to the way everything had been before.

“I suppose not.” The prince fixed him with a keen gaze. “So, what is it you do want?”

“Your Highness?” Amory blinked in confusion.

“What do you want to do, Amory?” the prince asked again, his eyes earnest. “You could stay here, with me.”

“I don’t understand, Your Highness.”

“I told your father I wanted to speak with you alone, that I wanted to hear from you. I wanted to ask you if you might like to stay with me, but not just for tonight.”

“For how long then?” Amory was having a difficult time keeping up. Too many strange things were happening today.

“A long time, if we’re lucky and we both want. I don’t just want a tumble tonight, Amory.”

“What do you want, Your Highness?” he asked, growing bold.

“A friend, a lover,” the prince said, his words simple but stunning, his gaze never wavering from Amory.

He struggled to find his voice. “And you want that to be me? After what my father did?”

“Your father’s actions are reprehensible. No one should treat his son the way he’s treating you. But that’s your father, not you.”

“How do you know I wasn’t a part of his plan?”

“You weren’t. Everything you felt was written all across your face. Horror was predominant.”

Amory flushed, again. “I can’t believe he would do this, Your Highness. I have sisters at home—would he do this to one of them? Whore us out for his own gain?” He could hear the bitterness in his own voice, and the anger, the choking worry for his sisters. Then weariness swept through him. “I don’t know how he even knows whether I’ve…”

“Have you?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not to me.”

The sincerity in the prince’s expression reassured Amory, but it didn’t stop the sudden rush of insecurity. Father was correct. Amory had almost no experience to speak of with other men. He had no idea what the prince would expect of him. And right then the prince was watching him, expecting him to say something. “No. I mean, some kissing, but hardly anything beyond that.”

“I’ve only had one lover.”

“Really?” That couldn’t be true. He was the prince. He could have anyone he wanted, surely.

“Yes.” Prince Philip smiled, but it had a self-deprecating quality to it Amory found charming and unexpected. “I don’t want meaningless affairs. For any number of reasons, they don’t appeal to me. So, it’s only been the one man. We can take things slowly, get to know each other, see if we suit.”

“And if we don’t suit, Your Highness? My father is giving me to you. Well, selling me.” If they didn’t suit, what would that mean for Amory? He could be back where he started with the addition of Father’s anger.

“No, he isn’t. This is between us. He has nothing to do with it. If you decide to stay, it’s your choice alone. And if we find we don’t get on with each other, it will be your choice what you do next.”

“He’s not going to like that.” An incredible understatement.

“I find I don’t care what he thinks, though I don’t mean to offend you since he is your father. How old are you?”

Amory blinked, surprised by the sudden subject change. “Seventeen. Eighteen next week.”

“Well, then. Next week, you’re of age, and he can’t ever tell you what to do. Until then, I can make sure he doesn’t. So, it truly is your choice.”

He hadn’t thought about it in those terms. “And you? What would you choose?”

“I’m asking you to stay,” the prince said. “I think, I hope, there could be something good between us. I’d like to find out. Now, what do you want?”

The question was devastating because Amory had heard it so rarely in his life.

The prince seemed honest, and rather endearingly hopeful. As if he hoped Amory would stay but wasn’t sure he would. Amory would have thought a prince would be more confident than Prince Philip appeared, more arrogant. More demanding. But Prince Philip was asking him if he wanted to stay and giving him choices if he wanted to leave. It was…sweet, if a bit disconcerting.

What confused him more was that the prince wanted him to stay in the first place. Amory’s father offered the prince a night with Amory, to take his innocence. Prince Philip, who admitted he didn’t have any desire for meaningless affairs, wanted more. With him, Amory.

And Amory wanted to stay. Not only because he wanted to get away from a father who would barter using his son, but also because he saw something too. Something genuine and good in Prince Philip, and the possibility for something good between them. He didn’t know why, or where the belief came from, but he wanted to see if it could be true. It scared him a little how certain he was of the possibility. He didn’t know the prince at all. As much as Amory’s instincts told him Prince Philip was a good person, he didn’t know it. He couldn’t be sure of the prince from so short a time with him.

Amory stared into the prince’s eyes while he turned it all over in his mind, but he’d already decided. He wanted to find out if his gut instinct would be proven right. He would regret it if he didn’t, would regret not discovering what it could be like between them. He had to learn what it felt like to touch the prince, to be touched by him. He wanted to know that very much, too much perhaps.

“I would like to stay, Your Highness,” Amory began tentatively, “but will it be all right? What will people say about your keeping a male…I don’t know what word to use.”

The prince’s eyes softened. “Right now, we’ll say friend, but I’m hoping soon we can call each other lover. Unmarried princes in the past have had lovers living with them in the palace. It shouldn’t matter that you’re a man. I won’t let it.”

Amory had his doubts, but the prince would know protocol better than he. “Then I’ll stay, Your Highness.”

The prince’s smile lit the room, like the sun appearing, and Amory reeled, dazzled just looking at him. When he stood and held out a hand, Amory didn’t hesitate to take it and let himself be drawn to his feet. They were close together, so close Amory could feel the heat of the prince’s body. The prince leaned down the few inches separating them and brushed his lips over Amory’s.

The kiss was light and quick, but utterly stunning. Amory knew his eyes were wide as he stared at the prince, his breath coming faster, a tingle of warmth shimmering over his entire body. All from one chaste kiss. He wondered what would happen when they really kissed.

The prince’s eyes were wide as well as he watched Amory. Had it felt the same to him? It had barely been a kiss, but it felt like a start. Maybe even a promise. As the prince bent to kiss him again, it definitely felt like a promise.

*

The second kiss still wasn’t more than the tender slide of lips over lips, but it wasn’t as brief, nor as innocent, as the first. Amory’s lips were soft against his, his body warm and fitting just right against Philip’s as he pulled Amory closer. The kiss was perfect, as the first had been. It felt as if he’d been waiting for the kiss, for the man, for years, and at that moment everything had fallen into place. It seemed as if they were the only two people in the world for those moments, and the feeling was wonderful.

Philip shivered when Amory’s hands came up to caress over his biceps and settle on his shoulders. He didn’t try to deepen the kiss, just held Amory’s trim waist and let the kiss spin out between them, despite wanting to take it farther, to devour Amory’s sweet mouth. To do even more. He wanted to urge Amory down to the couch or to carry him off to bed. His fevered imagination gave him many ideas for what they could do there.

But he needed to take his time with Amory. Amory was inexperienced and plainly shaken by what his father had done. He needed the time to settle in, to become calm and comfortable again. And it wasn’t only for Amory that they should go slow. Philip wanted it for himself too. He wanted time to get to know Amory, to find out if his instincts were right about him. Despite wanting to carry him off to bed right then.

Philip broke the kiss with some difficulty but couldn’t bring himself to step back from Amory. It had been a long time since his affair with Vasco ended, and Amory felt so good against him, better than Vasco had. But he didn’t want to think about his old lover just then. He nuzzled into Amory’s hair and breathed him in for a moment as Amory shuddered against him.

He looked into Amory’s eyes. They were wide and dark, somehow both surprised and filled with desire. Philip bit back a groan and forced himself not to dive back in for another kiss.

“So, you’re staying?”

Amory’s slow, sweet smile hit Philip right in the stomach. “Yes, I’m staying.”

“Good.” He made himself step back. “We should get back before they start to wonder what we’re doing.”

Amory laughed. “I’m sure my father is already wondering, Your Highness.”

“All the more reason.”

The walk back a few moments later was much more relaxed than their earlier one had been.

“When we go back into that room,” he said into the silence as they strolled, “stand near me.”

Amory turned to look at him, his brows pulled together in a frown. “I doubt Father could grab me and make me go.”

“That’s not why.” He wasn’t sure how to explain why he wanted Amory at his side and not at Amory’s father’s without sounding either pathetic or domineering. Neither was a way he wanted Amory to see him.

Amory contemplated him for another moment and then nodded. The dawning understanding in his eyes told Philip Amory knew somehow. “All right.”

Amazing.

The scene in the red receiving room would have been amusing if serious matters weren’t at stake. Cathal didn’t seem to have moved an inch since Philip and Amory left. Arnau glared at Cathal, his face red, a vein visibly throbbing in his forehead. Alban remained at his father’s shoulder, less than calm himself. Though Cathal’s expression would tell most people nothing, Philip knew his cousin well enough to see the signs. Cathal was about to lose his considerable patience. He suddenly wished he were back in the sitting room, alone with Amory.

“Gentlemen.” As the three men in the room turned to face them, he took Amory’s arm, and walked to his chair. Amory let himself be guided to stand at Philip’s right, mirroring the position Cathal still occupied on the other side, but Amory stood a step closer. Philip liked that he did.

“Your Highness—”

“Yes, Master Arnau.” He cut Arnau’s bluster off before he could get started. His own patience with the glass merchant had run out about the time he made his disgusting offer. “You protest. Yet I fail to see why. You were the one to suggest I might enjoy spending some time with your son.”

“I did, Your Highness.” Master Arnau’s voice became almost conciliatory. Did he see how close Philip was to losing his composure? “And I still do. However, I did not think you and my son would spend time alone together so soon, and before we discussed anything. He is my son, Your Highness, and quite young.”

Philip resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Was Arnau really playing the concerned father trying to protect his son’s virtue after offering it to Philip? Or just upset Philip hadn’t agreed to an extension on the delivery date before spiriting Amory away? “It appeared you’d said everything you needed to say, Master Arnau. I wished to speak with Amory. As you said, Amory and I seem to have much in common. We have agreed to see if a friendship might grow between us. As such, Amory will be staying here at the palace for the foreseeable future.”

“Your Highness!” Arnau exclaimed. Alban’s mouth dropped open, making him look like a landed fish.

Philip hoped Amory could find some amusement in his brother’s reaction at least. “I think Amory and I will get on quite well.”

“Your Highness—”

“There are two men in the corridor who will accompany you home and return with Amory’s things.” They also carried a note Amory had dashed off to his sister, giving an explanation and asking her to pack his possessions. Philip wasn’t sure what his servants would return with if Amory’s father was left to supervise the packing. “I will give you an additional week to deliver the chandelier. One week, Master Arnau, and I will expect the completed chandelier.”

“Of course, Your Highness.” Arnau bowed, and though he did not look happy, he allowed Cathal to usher them from the room.

Philip turned to Amory as soon as they were alone. “Are you all right?”

Amory blinked large, dark eyes at him. “Yes, Your Highness.”

He wasn’t convinced despite Amory’s assurance. Amory looked a little dazed, but a lot had changed for him that afternoon. Philip reaffirmed his decision to take everything slowly. “Let’s get you settled, or as settled as you can be until your things get here.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

“You’re welcome.” Impulsively, he took Amory’s hand and brought it to his lips. Surprised pleasure lit Amory’s expression. “Your sister won’t have any trouble supervising the packing?”

Amory’s expression softened further. “Thank you for your concern. Adeline should be fine, Your Highness. I’m glad for the chance to explain what happened to her, even briefly. She would have been worried otherwise.”

“You and she are close.”

“Yes, very close.” Amory’s expression turned fond. “I’m sure she won’t be satisfied with the note for long. Hopefully, I can see her soon.”

He frowned at Amory’s tentative tone. “You can see her whenever you want. I’m not keeping you prisoner, Amory. You’re living here now, but I’m not going to prevent you from seeing your family or friends.”

He gave the hand he held a comforting squeeze, and Amory smiled at him again. He liked that smile already, wanted to see it all the time. Wanted to kiss Amory’s smiling lips again.

“Your Highness.”

Cathal’s quiet voice drew him back from Amory. When had he gotten so close? He didn’t remember sliding to the edge of his seat and leaning toward the other man. Nor had he realized Amory had leaned closer to him. It seemed Amory hadn’t either. A slight flush stained Amory’s cheeks as he stepped back.
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