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      “It’s time you took a wife.”

      Cathal managed to keep his surprise hidden with some difficulty. That blunt statement was not what he’d expected when he received the summons to his father’s office. A discussion of family business, perhaps, or questions about happenings at the palace, even a diatribe about one of his cousin’s choices—since Father seemed to hate every one of them since the prince’s marriage to Amory—was what usually precipitated a call to Father’s presence.

      He’d never imagined Father would bring up marriage. Cathal had seen no indication Father was even thinking in such a direction. Father had said plenty as he’d pushed the prince to marry, and plenty more when Philip had married a man of his choosing instead of the woman Father would have chosen, but he’d never said a word about his own sons’ need to marry.

      Cathal probably shouldn’t have been so surprised. He was twenty-five years old and his father’s heir, and Father was a royal duke and dynastically minded. Producing an heir for the dukedom was Cathal’s duty, despite the existence of his younger brothers. He’d always known it, and he would never think of shirking that duty.

      “Yes, Father.” He wasn’t interested in anyone in particular, but there were plenty of women who would make him a suitable wife in Father’s eyes. He was certain he could find someone who wouldn’t make the duty a chore. “I will begin looking for a wife immediately.”

      “No need. It’s all arranged.” Father returned his attention to the papers on his desk, as if what he’d just said was of no particular consequence. As if he hadn’t just told Cathal his entire life was about to change and taken Cathal’s last bit of choice away at the same time.

      Cathal snapped his mouth shut when he realized it was hanging open. “It is?”

      “Of course.”

      Of course it was. Cathal should have expected that as well. Father would never leave such an important choice—a family alliance, a mother for future dukes—up to Cathal. He should have done so, or at least he should have asked for Cathal’s opinion. Cathal was of age and had proven himself trustworthy time and again, or he thought he had. It left a sour taste in his mouth to think Father respected him so little.

      “May I ask whom I will be marrying?” He immediately regretted his tone as Father arched a single brow.

      When Cathal didn’t jump to apologize quickly enough, Father let out a huff that expressed his disappointment more eloquently than a hundred words would have, but he answered anyway. “She’s a cousin of the emperor of Ardunn. Velia is her name. Beautiful, by all accounts, and accomplished, but the connections are the important part.”

      Cathal hardly heard anything after Ardunn. Cousin to the emperor of Ardunn? What was Father thinking? And how had he even managed it?

      Father looked up again, and this time his huff held more than a little annoyance. “Why are you staring at me that way?”

      Cathal didn’t know how he was looking at his father. Usually he had more control, but incredulity seemed to have obliterated it. “Ardunn, Father? I don’t understand. Why⁠—?”

      “Don’t be stupid. If your cousin isn’t going to do his duty and marry for the good of this country, then it falls to you to take up where Prince Philip failed.”

      And that statement made even less sense. “But, Father, you negotiated a marriage contract with the emperor of Ardunn. Does Philip know?”

      His cousin couldn’t know. Cathal had damaged their relationship and weakened the trust Philip had in him—he knew and regretted it—but Philip wasn’t vindictive enough to keep something so big from Cathal, especially considering the prince’s hatred of arranged marriages. Though how a prince came by such a view, Cathal would never know. Nevertheless, Philip would have said something, which meant Father had been negotiating with someone in Ardunn without Philip’s knowledge or consent.

      Father scoffed. “He’ll know soon enough.”

      “But, Father, negotiating with Ardunn…what did you⁠—?”

      “Are you questioning my ability to negotiate a marriage for my son?” Father snapped.

      “No, sir.” Just the prudence of doing so with a powerful foreign emperor without the knowledge of their own ruler. “But⁠—”

      “This is the marriage your cousin should have negotiated for himself, but since he wouldn’t do his duty, we have to do it for him. For the good of Tournai and this family.”

      “But, Father⁠—”

      “No more.” Father slapped a hand down on the wooden surface of the desk. “It’s done, and when she arrives next month, you will marry this woman. We’re finished discussing it.”

      Cathal gritted his teeth against further protests and gave a sharp nod.

      A few moments later, dismissed by his father, Cathal dragged in a lungful of crisp air. Spring was taking hold, but the mornings were still cool. At the moment, he was thankful for the gulp of bracing air.

      That had been unexpected.

      He shook his head and strode down the steps into the garden. The home where Cathal had grown up was probably the largest in the city. Constructed generations ago of pale gray stone, the house had three stories surrounding the inner courtyard and the garden it contained. He’d played in the garden as a child with his brothers and cousin, chasing each other, hiding among the statuary and bushes. As he grew older, he’d come here when he needed a moment of peace. These days, he spent most of his time at the palace, and the garden was the domain of his mother and younger sisters, who often sat on the benches near the central fountain to do their needlework.

      He didn’t linger, couldn’t have if he wanted to. Cathal couldn’t even go up to the palace and inform Philip of the betrothal, because he was due at the port to inspect improvements to the harbor defenses. Taking the most direct route from Father’s office to the front of the house, he strode through the garden and ducked inside again and then made for the entrance hall without slowing.

      His sister’s melodic laugh and the quiet murmur of his mother’s voice floated back to him. Smiling, he stepped from the corridor into the grand room. His mother and sister stood at the polished table in the center of the large room. At his first step onto the red marble floor, both women looked up from where they were arranging early spring flowers in a large vase. Identical smiles of welcome lit their faces. His youngest sister looked remarkably like Mother, though Meriall was just fourteen. She was the only one of them to inherit Mother’s golden brown hair and not Father’s much darker locks.

      Each time he saw Meriall, he was surprised at how grown up she was becoming. It seemed just yesterday she was trailing after their brother Etan and getting into scrapes and jumping on her brothers whenever she saw them. Now she was a young lady. The oldest of his three younger sisters was married, and his second sister was nearly seventeen. Cathal might have expected, if he’d thought of the subject at all, Father to be negotiating a marriage for Ottilie, not for himself.

      Meriall and Mother were still smiling at him, and they left off fussing with the flowers and greenery as he approached. When she was younger, Meriall would have flung herself at him. She’d learned more appropriate behavior since then, but a part of him missed her enthusiasm. Then again, she would probably still throw herself at Etan. They’d always been closer.

      “Cathal.” Mother held out her hands to him and tilted her head for his kiss to her cheek. “I didn’t know you were here.”

      He brushed a kiss over Meriall’s cheek as well. “Father wanted to meet with me.”

      Because he was watching, he saw the flash of concern in Mother’s warm brown eyes. Did she know her husband’s plans for Cathal? “Is everything all right?”

      No, he didn’t think she knew. He doubted Father would have consulted her anyway. He flicked his glance at his sister, wondering if he should speak in front of her, but everyone would know soon enough. “Father wants me to marry.”

      Mother blinked, once, twice, the only sign of surprise in a serene face. “I didn’t realize, but you are getting to be of an age to. There are many lovely girls you could meet and consider. Perhaps we can have a party and invite some of them.”

      “Actually, Father has it all arranged already.”

      “Oh. Well.” Mother fussed with the flowers before dropping her hands to smooth her skirt. “I didn’t realize you and your father had chosen someone. I wish you’d told me.” The statement wasn’t much of a rebuke, not the way she said it, but from his gentle mother, it was still censure.

      “I wish he’d told me.” He bit back impatience. His ignorance of Father’s actions wasn’t Mother’s doing. “I only just found out myself, Mother. She arrives in a month. I assume we’ll all meet her then.”

      “Arrives? From where? Who is she?”

      He didn’t blame Mother for her bewilderment. “Father says her name is Velia. I only know she’s a cousin to the emperor of Ardunn.”

      “The emperor? Does His Highness know?” Mother had been the wife of a royal duke for nearly thirty years. She could see the implications as well as he could.

      “It doesn’t appear so.” He glanced from Mother, who was admirably controlling her surprise and concern, to Meriall and her avid, undisguised curiosity. Well, he shouldn’t be talking about Philip’s lack of knowledge of Father’s actions anyway. “You’ll have to ask Father for more information. I don’t know anything else.”

      Mother frowned. “Will you tell your cousin?”

      “I can’t now. I’m due at the port, and I may be tied up there for most of the day.” And he didn’t want to put this information in a note. Still, someone needed to tell Philip, and Cathal wasn’t sure when Father would. “I’ll tell him when I return to the palace later.”

      She nodded. “I’ll speak with your father. We’ll see you soon?”

      “Of course.” He took his leave of his mother and sister and strode out through the large front doors into the morning sunlight again. A servant appeared immediately with his horse. He mounted up and guided the horse out through the imposing gate, open in anticipation of his departure. He needed to hurry if he was going to be on time for his appointment, and he refused to be late. He would sort out the rest afterward, including informing the prince.

      Philip was not going to be pleased.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll never guess what Uncle Umber has done now.”

      Amory turned at the sound of Philip’s voice. Philip walked into the nursery, still dressed for the court function they’d attended earlier, and looking every inch the prince. But he was always Philip—his Pip—to Amory. Philip’s voice was pitched low, in deference to Amory’s efforts to coax their six-month-old son to sleep, but incredulity and frustration came through despite the pitch. A sinking sensation went through Amory’s midsection. “What now?”

      Despite whatever had happened, Philip smiled when he looked at Amory and the child in his arms. Philip came closer and kissed Amory softly, resting one hand on Amory’s shoulder and the other gently on their son’s back. Amory leaned up into the kiss, lingering, savoring. Nearly two years together and he still couldn’t get enough of kissing Philip.

      When Philip finally drew back, he was still smiling. The baby blinked up at Philip owlishly from where his head rested on Amory’s shoulder. Amory never stopped being awed every time he looked at their son. Even when Julien didn’t want to sleep.

      “He giving you trouble?”

      Amory smiled, fond despite a slight frustration. “Stubborn baby is tired but won’t sleep.”

      “Let me try.” With the ease of long practice, they transferred the baby from Amory’s arms to Philip’s, though Amory hated to relinquish Julien’s warm weight. Silly, he knew.

      Philip settled the baby against his own shoulder and began rocking smoothly side to side. He often had better luck getting their stubborn son to sleep than Amory did. Amory liked to think it was because the stubbornness came from Philip.

      “So what has Umber done now?” Knowing Umber, it could be anything.

      “He’s arranged a marriage for Cathal,” Philip answered in the same near whisper Amory used.

      He didn’t bother to hide his surprise, but he wondered why he was so surprised in the first place. Umber’s concern was always for Tournai and its royal dynasty. “We should’ve expected it. He’s never going to let his children make their own choices about whom to marry.”

      Philip sighed. “I know you’re right. Love and happiness aren’t relevant concerns to my uncle.”

      Amory knew that well. “And Cathal? He’s well past the age of majority. He could refuse.”

      “He’ll go along with it.”

      Of course Cathal would. Duty was Cathal’s watchword. “Have you spoken with him?”

      “Not yet. He was delayed at the port—he’s been there all day. But I will talk to him.”

      Amory was not at all surprised by Philip’s wanting to help Cathal. Philip hated the idea of arranged marriages, and he loved Cathal, despite their recent difficulties. He would want Cathal to have the best chance at happiness.

      “Cathal, of everyone, needs to find someone to love, someone to balance him,” Philip added.

      Amory nodded. “Do you know who Umber is considering for a bride?”

      And it would be a bride. Umber was conservative and traditional in addition to dynamically minded.

      “Forget considering. He’s decided and arranged the thing. Contracts have already been signed.”

      “What?” He barely managed to keep his voice down. Cathal was first cousin to the crown prince. By all rights, Umber should have consulted Philip first, and with how important Umber held tradition to be, it was shocking and insulting—and frankly, suspicious—he hadn’t. “Why?”

      “I assume he didn’t want me to interfere while he negotiated a marriage between Cathal and a noblewoman from Ardunn. A cousin to the emperor.”

      Amory opened his mouth, but no words came out. A woman from Ardunn? A cousin to the emperor?

      Philip must have seen enough in his expression. “Exactly.”

      Amory found his voice. “What is he doing?”

      “That’s the question.” Philip craned his neck to look down at their son’s face. “He’s asleep.”

      Amory shook his head, exasperated but unable to be truly annoyed at Philip. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      Philip flashed him a grin. “It’s a gift.”

      He shook his head again as Philip carefully laid the baby in his cradle. But he smiled when Philip took his hand. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “You love me anyway.” Philip walked with him from the room and closed the nursery door quietly.

      “I do.” He tried to make his voice sound long-suffering, but the laughter he couldn’t quite suppress rippled through his words. If anything, Philip’s grin widened. They walked hand in hand to their own bedchamber.

      As Philip shut the door behind them, Amory returned the conversation to a more serious topic. “What do you think your uncle is up to?” He hated to bring it up, but the question needed to be asked. While Umber had been less vocal in his displeasure at Philip’s choices since Julien’s birth, he certainly hadn’t changed.

      “Who knows?” Philip looked beyond weary saying it, and Amory stepped forward, wanting to soothe his weariness away. He brushed Philip’s hands aside and took over unbuttoning Philip’s shirt. “It’s obvious he wants to show his power. You know I would never interfere if he was just choosing a bride for Cathal from here.”

      “Well, you would talk to Cathal.”

      “Yes.” Philip sighed. “I know most marriages are arranged, but I’m never going to like it. However, if Cathal told me he agreed, if he at least liked the woman, I wouldn’t have said anything more, and I wouldn’t have disputed the choice. But Uncle Umber negotiated a marriage with an Ardunnian imperial cousin. And I can’t undo it without provoking serious consequences.”

      And the consequences really were the issue. Amory helped Philip out of his shirt and tossed it over a chair. Before he could start on Philip’s breeches, Philip reached for the fastenings to Amory’s upper garments. “Why do you think he did it?”

      “Other than power? I don’t know. And I don’t understand why the emperor agreed. Uncle Umber has no authority to guarantee anything, to even negotiate anything, on behalf of Tournai. What could he have promised?”

      “I don’t understand either.” The brush of Philip’s fingers over Amory’s skin as he pulled off Amory’s shirt made him shiver. Amory forced himself to focus. “What will you do?”

      “Talk to Cathal. Find out as much as we can about this betrothal.” Philip trailed his fingertips down Amory’s chest. “Tomorrow.”

      Amory let out a long sigh. “Yes, tomorrow. For now, come to bed.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a bad idea.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “It’s never going to work.”

      “Yes, it will.” Velia stepped back and glared at him, her green eyes narrowed to slits. “When did you turn so pessimistic?”

      Flavian stared at her, incredulous she even asked the question. Considering the circumstances of his life over the last several years, it was a wonder that occasionally pessimistic was all he was. But he only mentioned the current situation he found himself in. “Well, I’m trussed up in a gown⁠—”

      “And you look lovely in it.”

      It was his turn to give her a vicious glare. She didn’t even flinch. “And heeled shoes, which are ridiculous torture contraptions on a normal day and even worse aboard a ship.”

      “You’re very graceful on them, though. More so than I expected.”

      He didn’t think he could glare any harder, but he did try. “And all for a plan that will never work.”

      “But it is working. We left Ardunn with no one the wiser, and no one on this ship knows you’re a man. Now sit still.” She returned to the task he had interrupted—applying cosmetics to his flinching face. She had already fussed with his hair, pinning up his own chin-length locks around the hairpiece that matched the red-gold color almost perfectly. It hadn’t been easy to find, nor had it been cheap. Neither had the gown Velia laced him into.

      “There. Look,” Velia said, turning him toward the gilt-framed mirror in the corner of her cabin—and only Velia would have such a thing on a ship. “No one will be able to tell you aren’t a woman.”

      She was correct.

      The reflection in the extravagant mirror was his and yet undeniably that of a woman. Not a raving beauty but not unattractive either. Velia had used her cosmetics to enhance the delicacy of his features, something smudged on his eyelids, something sooty on his lashes that made his blue-green eyes look huge. Something else gave his cheeks the look of having a delicate flush and his lips a rosy cast. The green silk gown was an excellent shade for him, complementing his eyes, highlighting the pale gold of his skin, which he was certain Velia had considered when she ordered it. She had also contrived a way to fill out the bodice of the gown with padding, giving his slender frame the necessary curves to appear female.

      He knew he wasn’t the most masculine of men, but he never thought he could look so much like a woman. It was disconcerting to say the least, but he supposed it was good for their plan. Still. He didn’t have to like it.

      “See?” Velia’s face peeked over his shoulder in the mirror’s reflection. “You look like a woman, a lovely woman at that.”

      His expression immediately fell into something between a scowl and a pout. Not an attractive expression for a grown man. He made a lovely woman? It already made him cringe any time someone said he was pretty as a man.

      “Hey. This is a good thing, remember?” Velia poked him in the shoulder.

      “Ow.” He rubbed the area where her long fingernail had dug in. “But it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” She turned away and began sorting through her jewelry. “You wanted to leave Ardunn.”

      He had. He did. “But I didn’t want to do it in a dress.”

      “A dress is the only way you managed to escape the empire, in case you didn’t realize.”

      “I would have figured something out.” He had been making plans already when Velia presented him with the idea.

      “If you say so.” She fixed him with an arch look, and he gritted his teeth. “It won’t be for much longer. Another week until we arrive in Tournai. I’ll meet my intended, and you’ll disappear, leaving your disguise behind.”

      “It can’t come soon enough.”

      Velia laughed. “Here, help me with this necklace.”

      He nodded and stepped behind her to fasten the sapphire and gold necklace around her neck. “You’ll have to find a maid to do this for you after I’m gone.”

      He had been helping Velia dress when she needed it since they boarded the ship, just as she helped him. Though she needed far less help than he did getting all trussed up—mostly fastenings she couldn’t reach on her own. Many men would probably consider it a gift to spend so much time with a beautiful woman in various states of undress. If they were interested in women. Which he was not.

      “I’m certain that won’t be any trouble. I’ll finally have someone to help me with my hair again.” Velia grinned at him over her shoulder. “What will you do? I don’t think I ever asked. Will you stay in Tournai?”

      “I might.” Tournai appeared to be a more hospitable place than Ardunn for someone like him, what with Tournai’s ruler having married a man the year before. In fact, his plan had been to go to Tournai all along. It was coincidence and serendipity that Velia’s arranged marriage provided him with a means of getting there directly. Still, he wasn’t sure he should tell Velia his plans were set. Not because he didn’t trust her if someone came looking for him, but because he didn’t want to cause trouble for her. “Probably not in Jumelle if I do. Maybe somewhere smaller, on the coast. I think I like the sea. I’d like to paint it.”

      Velia stared at him for a moment and then laughed. “I think I would go mad staring at the sea all day.”

      She probably would, but the prospect didn’t seem bad to him. Peace, painting, maybe someone to share it with someday. That might be nice.

      A sharp knock on the door jolted him out of the pretty picture his mind was painting. Probably for the best—he shouldn’t get ahead of himself.

      “Yes?” Velia called out toward the closed door.

      “My lady, dinner is about to be served in the captain’s quarters.” Flavian recognized the voice of one of the sailors who often attended Velia’s party.

      Well, there they went again. His hopes of eating alone in a cabin and hiding as much as possible during the voyage had been dashed the first night. He didn’t even bother arguing anymore.

      “Ready to go, Lady Flavia?” Velia asked, putting emphasis on his assumed name. As if he could ever forget it.

      Another week of this ruse and he was free.

      “As I’ll ever be.”
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      Weeks of traveling were finally coming to an end, and Flavian couldn’t be happier. Once the voyage was done and they were off the ship, he could disappear, and the subterfuge would be finished, his escape made. It would be over, or just beginning, depending on how he looked at it, and his perspective varied based on whether excitement or anxiety was stronger at that particular moment.

      He was weary of travel even without that desire. This was the longest journey he had ever taken, the farthest he had ever been from home. It was the first time he had ever seen the sea, let alone set foot on a ship like the one they traveled on for the sea voyage, or even the slightly smaller river boat that had carried them through Ardunn. The sea voyage had been a novelty at first, the sea itself an awe-inspiring sight. And a welcome distraction from worry.

      He’d spent much of the voyage up on deck with his sketchbook, doing countless drawings. Sometimes he drew parts of the ship and sometimes other ships he saw, but mostly he sketched the waves and the clouds in the sky, the sparkle of sunlight and shimmer of moonlight on water, the shapes and shadows of the few rocky islands they passed. He was dissatisfied with every single piece, and he’d nearly filled a thick sketchbook.

      Velia called him mad more than once, but he couldn’t help it. It took him days to realize what the problem was—he needed color. The sketches were fine, but the black and white and shades of gray the charcoal produced did nothing to capture the colors of the seascape. The water was such a vivid blue, like nothing he had ever seen. He itched to capture it on canvas, his mind working on what to mix to produce those colors. But he had no paints, no easels or brushes with him. It had pained him to do so, but he’d left them all behind to make his escape. He would find new supplies soon though. Because land was in sight, and so was his freedom, the beginning of his new life.

      He had woken before dawn that morning after sleeping only fitfully. Wishing he could get up and walk on deck but unable to because of his inability to don his ridiculous disguise on his own, he lay in his narrow bunk, restless and impatient. As dark bled away into the gray light of dawn, as Velia slept across the cabin, thoughts of his plans ran through his head over and over and then over again.

      After his long wait, he finally stood at the ship’s rail. When Velia woke, he’d nagged her into helping him dress immediately. She’d grumbled about him needing to learn to do it on his own—which he did not, since the whole charade was about to end—but she helped him, nevertheless. He was laced into a robin’s egg blue gown with a neckline more modest than most women, including Velia, would wear. A small matching hat perched on his head and a sheer embroidered scarf wound around his neck. He’d drawn the line at piercing his ears at the beginning of this venture, so his jewelry was confined to necklace and bracelet. He was perfectly fine with just those pieces even if Velia was not.

      The wind fluttered his skirts around his legs, but he resolutely ignored the still unfamiliar sensation. He was anxious enough without thinking too much about his disguise. Because it was important it be foolproof for one more day. Just today, and this charade would be done.

      He focused instead on the coastline of Tournai, not as the place where his new life would begin, but as the subject of a painting. It would make an excellent painting. He studied the dramatic sweep of the cliffs, strips of golden sand at the base of some, others dropping off into the brilliant blue sea. The colors, the shapes, the tenacity of the trees clinging to rock, the charm of small buildings dotting the cliff tops, the splashes of color that could only be flowers. In his head, he planned the composition and calmed without realizing it.

      He turned toward the busy port and saw the energy, the bustle, the jumble. The different ships and boats, the people, the warehouses, some brightly painted, and the fortifications, the colored flags snapping in the breeze—his fingers twitched with the need to grab up a brush and paint it all. Soon. Soon he would be painting again. He would store all of the images away in his mind until then.

      Velia joined him as they drew closer to the harbor. She scrutinized the view as closely as he did. He could only assume Velia was so studiously looking over the coast of Tournai and the port of Jumelle, its capital, because it was about to be her home, and as the soon-to-be wife of a royal duke’s heir, she would need to acclimate herself to the place quickly. From what little he’d seen, Tournai was quite different from where they’d grown up in Ardunn. His home district and Velia’s just south of it were landlocked and mountainous and cooler than the more southern Tournai.

      He took in a deep breath of the sea-scented air. He was certain he, at least, could get used to it—maybe even love it—in Tournai. He thought he would enjoy building a life in a new country, exploring a new place. Part of him quaked, though. Tournai was so different.

      But the most important differences were good.

      And all he had to do was get through the day.

      Velia stood at his right, lost in her own thoughts as she stared out at the harbor, right up until they docked. Only then did she turn to him, her green eyes keen. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” He watched the sailors rushing around, going about the tasks involved in putting the large vessel into port, whatever those tasks were. Velia’s party would disembark first, but he’d heard the ship carried goods for trade that presumably would be unloaded after the passengers were gone. “Where are we going now?”

      Velia shrugged and tossed long, golden curls over her shoulder in one elegant, unconcerned movement. “Wherever we’re staying in the city. Someone will be here to meet us and take us there. A house in Jumelle, I think they finally decided.”

      Horror chilled him despite the warmth of the sun. “Someone is meeting us?”

      “Of course.”

      “You never told me.”

      “Sorry.” She sounded anything but, and her expression was more quizzical than contrite.

      “Who’s meeting us, Velia?”

      Another elegant shrug. “I don’t know. Lord Cathal or his father, the duke, maybe. Probably. It would be rude of them if they didn’t send someone. Why?”

      He just managed to stop himself from raking his fingers through his hair. All he needed was to dislodge hat and hairpiece and pins in full view of the sailors and Velia’s uncle and aunt, who had just come up on deck. Flavian lowered his voice even further, though it had been quiet already. “Because it would be best if as few people as possible saw me. I assumed we would be going to wherever we’re staying and I would slip away later. With no one else knowing I was here.”

      “Stop fussing,” Velia said dismissively. “You can still do as you planned. You can sneak out tonight. I’ll think of something to tell anyone who asks. It isn’t as if no one knows I have a companion with me on this journey anyway. Aunt and Uncle have met Lady Flavia.”

      True, but neither of them had been particularly interested in him on the trip—Velia’s uncle had seemed preoccupied with other matters, and his wife had been miserably seasick for most of the voyage despite the calm seas. They’d accepted Velia’s story about who he was and paid him no more attention. They would presumably do the same when he left. He doubted they’d recognize him in the unlikely event they saw him again, but someone else might. Someone who might take note of him and not accept whatever story Velia fed them. Especially Velia’s future husband and his family.

      “I don’t like it. What will you tell them?” And if she shrugged one more time, he would be extremely tempted to scream.

      To his relief, at least over the one minor thing, she didn’t. He got no relief from her answer, however. “I don’t know. I’ll think of something.” She waved aside all his concerns with a negligent hand that had him gritting his teeth. “Don’t worry so much. No one is going to be paying attention to you anyway. They won’t remember you after you leave, and you won’t see any of them again.”

      He winced. Harsh words, but likely true. He was playing Velia’s companion. She was the bride—and an imperial one, even though her familial relationship with the emperor wasn’t close. Still, all Flavian needed was one person to remember him, to think something was odd, and everything he was trying to accomplish could crash down around him.

      Her exasperated huff was less than ladylike but typical of Velia in private, as he well knew. He wondered what her future husband would think.

      “Stop worrying. Come on, we’re going.”

      With no other choice, Flavian trailed after her. He briefly entertained the idea of trying to slip away at the docks but dismissed it almost immediately. Doing so would cause a stir, which would mean attention he didn’t want, and he would have to walk away with only what he carried. Not ideal.

      Nothing for it then. He straightened his shoulders and followed Velia and her aunt and uncle off the ship. He teetered with his first step in weeks onto a surface that wasn’t moving. The stupid shoes probably didn’t help. A sailor jumped to his aid, but Flavian shook his head, remembering at the last moment to smile sweetly in a way he hoped was ladylike. Maybe he succeeded, because the sailor smiled at him. Flavian wondered what the man would think if he knew he was smiling like that at another man.

      He continued walking along the dock, much more careful of his steps after his near fall. A large carriage waited at the end of the dock, presumably for them, but there was no one near the carriage except the driver.

      The carriage door opened when they were nearly to the end of the long dock, and a man climbed down, followed immediately by another man, who turned and reached back into the carriage. When he drew back, it was to help a young woman descend from the carriage to stand next to him. Flavian assumed one of the men was Velia’s betrothed. He had no idea who the girl was. A sister, perhaps?

      The first man stepped forward as they approached. He was older and regal in his bearing. Flavian studied the man as best he could from his position behind Velia. He was only slightly taller than her, and his height made things difficult sometimes. As the man launched into a speech welcoming them, he confirmed Flavian’s suspicions. The man was Umber, duke and father of the man Velia was to marry. Which probably made the other man his son, Cathal, Velia’s betrothed.

      And so it was. The duke motioned, and the younger man stepped up beside him. The duke introduced him, but Flavian hardly heard any of it. He was too busy looking at Cathal. He was tall. Very tall. Without these stupid heeled shoes, Flavian probably would barely stand as high as his shoulder. Deliciously broad shoulders. In fact, Cathal’s whole body seemed well muscled, thick but not bulky. Flavian could only imagine the lines of those muscles hiding under his fine clothing. The thought made him yearn for a sketchbook or, better, a canvas and paints. He could see the lines of those muscles taking shape on the page…but he would never paint them. He couldn’t even let himself think of painting them.

      The rest of Lord Cathal was just as nice. His hair was dark and thick and wavy, well ordered at the moment, but Flavian wondered if that was always true. It had the look of hair with a mind of its own. Cathal’s features were chiseled and quite handsome but set in serious lines. There was an easily identified resemblance to his father, but despite its seriousness, Cathal’s expression seemed to have less rigidity than his father’s. And his eyes…

      Flavian nearly jumped to find himself the focus of Lord Cathal’s unusual gold eyes. Flavian had been so engrossed in studying the man that he must have missed the formal introductions making it around to him.

      “Lady Flavia.” Cathal’s voice was deep and smooth, and Flavian shivered just hearing it. But the shiver was nothing compared to the heat flaring inside him when Cathal took his hand to bow over it. The heat rushed through his body and left him biting back a gasp. No. Not good. He could not be attracted to Cathal of all men.

      “My lord,” Flavian replied, trying to keep his voice quiet so his more masculine tone wouldn’t be too noticeable. His voice was the only thing about him that didn’t lend itself to his disguise. Cathal didn’t seem to notice, but he did keep staring at Flavian, gold eyes never wavering. Flavian couldn’t seem to look away either. He wasn’t sure he was breathing, and he wasn’t sure he cared.

      The soft, yet pointed, clearing of a throat broke the inexplicable tension of the moment. Flavian looked away immediately. What had that been? He could not be attracted to Cathal, his friend’s betrothed. No, he wasn’t. Not at all. The strange moment was just because the man was so handsome, and Flavian had been thinking about painting him, but he couldn’t paint Cathal, nor anyone else. He’d obviously been shaken he’d even wanted to. Yes, that was all it was.

      Flavian sneaked a glance at Velia, assuming it was she who had broken in on the bizarre moment. He battled back a blush at the thought of what she would think, but Velia wasn’t looking at him or Cathal. No one was. Everyone’s attention was on the young woman standing next to Cathal, and from the trace of impatience on her pretty face, he surmised it was actually she who had interrupted what could have been a very awkward moment. Perhaps Flavian should thank her.

      “This is Her Highness, Princess Elodie,” the duke said with what might have been veiled reproach in his tone. Because she reminded everyone of her presence? Flavian would have thought she should have been presented immediately.

      He stumbled a little, his thoughts distracting him enough he nearly bowed instead of curtsied and then had to recover. He managed not to fall over, which was about all he could say for his curtsy. Velia had tutored him in the movement often enough it should have been perfect. He barely bit back a scowl at his own lack of skill and hoped no one had seen.

      But when he straightened, he knew Cathal had caught his mistake. Cathal was looking right at Flavian for some reason. He should have been looking elsewhere, like at Velia. Why was he staring at Flavian? Was he judging him for his lack of grace? It was what his near disastrous error would be taken for, surely. There was no way Cathal could suspect anything just from one stumble. So he had to be judging Flavian for it. Flavian’s eyes narrowed into a glare before he even thought. Wanting to curse, he dropped his gaze to the ground in front of him until he could get his face under control again.

      Meanwhile, the princess was speaking. “I’m so pleased to be able to meet you here today. Cathal is one of my favorite cousins, though I suppose I shouldn’t admit such a thing. Still, I was eager to come and welcome you, especially when my brother, Prince Philip, and his consort, Prince Amory, were unable to do so.”

      Princess Elodie had a light, almost teasing tone to her voice and a smile warmer than merely polite. Neither of which visibly affected Velia’s uncle nor aunt, but their rigid propriety in the face of a princess would likely keep them from showing any disapproval at her words. The emperor must have wanted whatever he was getting out of the marriage for him to marry a cousin into a royal family he decried due to the marriage of the two men at its head. What was Velia’s marriage agreement for anyway? The question was one he’d pondered quite a bit. He would have thought the emperor would have contracted for the princess, perhaps for one of his sons, if he really wanted something from Tournai. But Flavian shouldn’t question—it had gotten both him and Velia out of the empire.

      The princess was speaking again. “We are eager to make your acquaintance and to know Lady Velia better before her marriage to our cousin. As such, my brother invites you all to stay with us at the palace. And I must insist you accept. I cannot take a refusal when I’m so looking forward to forming a friendship with my cousin’s future wife.”

      Flavian froze. This was not happening.
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        * * *

      

      The first meeting with his betrothed hadn’t gone exactly as Cathal had thought it would. During the carriage ride to the port, Father had been full of instructions on what Cathal should do and say when he met Lady Velia and just as full of annoyance at Elodie’s presence. Cathal wasn’t surprised by either of those things.

      Father would have preferred Elodie not come with them, but Cathal knew Father would have been even more upset if Philip or Amory had been available to accompany them. A representative of the crown traditionally attended this type of meeting, and though Father believed himself a suitable representative, Philip didn’t agree. First, because Father was the father of the bridegroom, and second—and possibly more importantly—because Philip likely didn’t trust Father in the matter. He had, after all, negotiated with a not-entirely-friendly empire and not disclosed it to the crown prince of Tournai or any of the prince’s advisors or ministers.

      For that matter, he hadn’t even disclosed it to his own son.

      Cathal did not blame his cousin for wanting an observer of his own at the meeting. He was somewhat surprised Elodie had been chosen, but he supposed, despite her flightiness, she did notice things. She could be relied upon to recount everything that happened. If she didn’t get distracted by what Lady Velia’s gown looked like or something else interesting to her. No, he would have thought Philip would have sent someone else just to be safe.

      Of course, he didn’t know his cousin hadn’t. Cathal of all people knew not everyone was as they seemed and claiming spies were everywhere was not always paranoia. The carriage, along with its driver, was from the palace. He and Elodie had taken it to collect his father. For all Cathal knew, the driver would report everything he saw and heard back to Philip when they reached the palace. And Cathal didn’t resent his cousin for it either. Father took his responsibility to family and country seriously, but Cathal didn’t understand his actions in negotiating the marriage.

      Father had told Philip of Cathal’s betrothal before Cathal had the chance, and Philip hadn’t been pleased. Cathal had been touched to find many of his cousin’s misgivings were for him, but Philip needn’t have worried. He had been prepared for this duty his whole life.

      By the time they arrived at the dock to meet the ship from Ardunn, Father was peeved, Elodie was bubbling over with enthusiasm, and Cathal was tired. He just hoped his betrothed was someone he could like. He was going to have to spend his life married to her—liking would be good, so would attraction, though neither was necessary for a marriage such as theirs.

      And Lady Velia was beautiful, just the type of woman he was usually attracted to with her soft curves and golden curls. She was ladylike and demure and absolutely correct in her responses to their introduction, and charming in what little conversation they had between meeting on the dock and traveling back to the palace. She was well dressed, if not in a fashion popular in Tournai. He had no doubt her gown was the latest thing in Ardunn—she was entirely too well put together, from hat to embroidered shoes, for it to be anything but. Altogether, a woman he would have noticed, and one who, at first glance, wouldn’t make a bad duchess.

      So why couldn’t he stop staring at Lady Flavia?

      The woman who had been introduced as Velia’s companion was not conventionally beautiful. Flavia was lithe not curvy, her features a bit delicate, her mouth full and lush—she was pretty in a way but would never be considered beautiful. And though she was dressed as well as Velia, she didn’t seem as comfortable in the finery as the other woman did. But Flavia’s large blue-green eyes were absolutely mesmerizing. Even in the first moment they focused on him, wide and startled, they captured Cathal, and he found it difficult to look away from their swirling depths.

      But he had to, and he had to forget about the surprising spark, so sharp he would have thought it literal, when they touched. Because Flavia was not his betrothed.

      And still his gaze kept going back to her. Flavia appeared horrified when Elodie announced they would be staying at the palace. Cathal was certain Father had mixed feelings about the invitation, but his reaction was to be expected—Flavia’s was strange. Why wouldn’t she want to stay at the palace? The invitation was an honor, and Velia accepted it with a tone of graciousness and a hint of a belief it was only her due.

      But Flavia was not happy. As they all moved toward the carriage, Elodie chatting easily with Velia’s aunt and Father talking with her uncle, pulling Cathal into the conversation, Flavia whispered furiously in Velia’s ear. He couldn’t hear what she said or how Velia responded, but he saw Velia’s dismissive gesture and Flavia’s narrowed eyes and compressed lips. The woman was fuming and trying not to show it. What was going on there?

      He could have let someone else help Flavia into the carriage. He could have found some reason to step away after helping Velia in. He should have let someone else help her. But Cathal didn’t want to. He wanted to know if the heat of their first touch had been an anomaly or if it would happen again.

      Flavia looked at the hand he held out to her as if she wasn’t sure why he was offering it, but an instant later, she shook her head and smiled, taking his hand. The smile was charming and unexpected; the feeling when they touched was the same as earlier. Something that might have been dismay darkened her eyes. It matched what he felt himself. Breaking eye contact, she got into the carriage and dropped his hand quickly.

      Somehow, he ended up sitting across from Flavia in the carriage. It wasn’t deliberate. He had planned to sit as far away from her as he could, closer to Velia. Because he should get to know his betrothed. Father didn’t see it as an issue—Cathal would have to marry her whether he liked her or not. Only he hoped he could like her.

      The driver got them underway as soon as they were all seated. Father engaged Velia’s uncle in conversation, something about the voyage. Cathal found his attention straying across the carriage to where the ladies sat. Elodie had the attention of Velia and her aunt with a discussion of gowns and current fashions, but not Flavia. Was Flavia sulking over whatever Velia said to her, or was she just naturally quieter?

      She glanced up, and their eyes met, the vivid blue-green so startling in its intensity he was actually a bit deflated when she turned away to look out of the window. The eye contact had just been a second, but it felt longer. And for some reason, he didn’t believe Flavia was naturally quiet and retiring. There was something about her, so much in her eyes.

      He watched her covertly as the carriage rumbled along the street. It wouldn’t be appropriate to be caught taking an interest in a woman not his betrothed—caught or no, he couldn’t take an interest in her in such a way. He had to ignore how she intrigued him and focus on the woman he would be marrying in a matter of weeks, the delay the only concession to Tournai’s traditions Father seemed willing to make.

      But Flavia was different from the norm. She didn’t seem to care for the idea of staying in the palace, when most would jump at the chance, or at least gracefully accept it, and she was ignoring a conversation with a princess about fashion even though she herself was wearing a gown of high quality, which undoubtedly had been made for her. All of it was odd, and odd was suspect in one who would potentially be so close to the crown prince. Cathal didn’t know if Velia intended to keep Flavia with her after their marriage or if she would return to Ardunn. If she stayed, he would have to know more about her.

      He would watch her for those reasons and no other. As part of his duty to the princes and Tournai. And he would ignore the little voice inside saying he wasn’t watching Flavia for duty or responsibility.

      She continued to gaze out of the window as the carriage followed the road from the port of Jumelle into the city proper. Stared out of the window might be a better way of describing it. A lot like when a child very pointedly was not going to look at anyone in the carriage, wanted nothing to do with any of them. He remembered seeing the expression on his brothers’ and sisters’ faces when they were young. All that was missing were the arms folded defiantly over the chest—Flavia kept her hands clasped in her lap.

      But as time went by and the carriage clattered on, the tone of her stare changed. She still focused out of the window to the exclusion of all else, and her stare was still almost frighteningly intense, but it was different. Her rigid posture relaxed somewhat, and it was less she was avoiding the other people in the carriage and more she was actually seeing what was outside the window. He watched her looking at everything as if she were taking in every detail and storing it away. For what, he had no idea.

      “Do you like Tournai so far, Lady Flavia?” he asked and then wondered whether it was a good idea to engage her in conversation.

      She jumped slightly in her seat and turned a startled gaze on him, but no one else in the large carriage seemed to notice. After blinking once and then again, Flavia finally spoke. “What I’ve seen of it is beautiful, my lord.”

      “Is it like where you live in Ardunn?” he asked, fully aware it was a conversation he should be having with his betrothed, but a glance at Velia showed her still engaged in an animated discussion with Elodie.

      Flavia glanced at her as well, as if unsure about something. But she returned her attention to Cathal after just a second. “No. It’s very different. I grew up inland and farther north. It’s cooler there and mountainous. Spring will have barely taken hold there, but here, everything is in bloom. The colors are so vivid.”

      Her voice was unexpected. He’d noticed it in passing the first time she spoke to him, but that had only been a few words, and the impact was greater now. Her voice was low and quiet, her accent adding a wisp of the exotic to her otherwise fluent pronunciation of Tournai’s language, which was somehow appealing. He felt as if it wrapped around him as she spoke, raising goose bumps on his skin. He forced himself to ignore it.

      “I’ve always thought Tournai was beautiful, but I’m probably biased,” he replied, reaching for the light, meaningless conversation so prevalent at court. He usually excelled at it. “I don’t have anything to compare it to either since I’ve never been anywhere else.”

      Her gaze had drifted back to the window, but she looked back at him when he spoke. “I had never even seen the sea before we began the journey here. I look forward to seeing more of Tournai.”

      Almost immediately, something came into her eyes he couldn’t quite figure out—wariness, maybe—and then they went blank and shuttered. Odd. “I would be happy to show you and Lady Velia more of Tournai whenever you wish.”

      Her blue-green eyes seemed to weigh him, but she only murmured, “Thank you, my lord.”

      “Yes, thank you, my lord,” Velia added, joining the conversation and threading her arm through Flavia’s. “It’s very kind of you to offer, and we would enjoy it very much.”

      “It would be my pleasure, my lady.”

      Velia was drawn back into conversation with Elodie with a question about her hat of all things. She smiled at him, a smile full of apology, and gave Elodie’s questions her attention. Velia kept her hold on Flavia’s arm, but Flavia just turned to look out of the window again.
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      Standing in the middle of his bedroom in the suite he and Velia had been given to share, Flavian admitted to himself he was in trouble. Well, he admitted how much trouble he was in, because he’d known he was in trouble from the instant Princess Elodie had invited them to stay in the palace. His stomach churned with a mess of emotions he couldn’t begin to sort.

      This mess was supposed to be over. Tonight, he was supposed to be free of the charade, of the life he had before and the danger of being dragged back to it. It should have been easy enough—he would have stayed behind, feigning illness, while Velia and her aunt and uncle went to dinner with her betrothed and his family, and he would have slipped away before they returned. Except his simple, easy plan rested on their being in a house in Jumelle, not in the royal palace.

      On the trip from the harbor up to the palace, he had talked himself into some sliver of hope he still might be able to get away as planned. He let his first glimpses of the city soothe him, let himself imagine how he would paint it. It was a beautiful place, warm and welcoming and so different from Ardunn, and he had a dozen ideas for paintings in the first few moments. Seeing Jumelle—his new home—was almost enough to distract him from his worry, almost enough to distract him from his inconvenient reaction to Velia’s betrothed.

      But the less he thought about that the better.

      The little sliver of hope he’d held close had flickered out as soon as he saw the palace. Oh, it was an impressive building filled with interesting art that on any other day he would want to study, but it was not a building he could escape from easily. He had been to the emperor’s palace in Ardunn—one of the emperor’s palaces, the one the emperor spent most of his time in—more than once, when he and then his younger sisters had been presented at court. Well, all of his sisters except one. There was no presentation before the court for those given to the emperor.

      He must have expected Tournai’s palace to be something like the emperor’s. It wasn’t. Ardunn’s imperial palace was a massive complex of buildings and towers and domes, populated with royals, nobles, and servants of all kinds. It was a small city unto itself and had left a young Flavian shaking with intimidation when he first saw it. But even with all the guards the emperor kept in prominent positions, Flavian could have made his escape from there. With so large an area, with so many people, he thought he could have gotten lost in the crowd and slipped away.

      But Tournai’s palace was completely different, and now he thought about it, he should have realized it would be. Tournai, though a prosperous, peaceful country, wasn’t an empire. Logically, its crown prince’s palace wouldn’t be the massive edifice of the emperor of Ardunn. From what he’d gleaned on their arrival, only the prince, his consort, their son, and Princess Elodie were in residence all the time, with Lord Cathal and one of his brothers keeping rooms they stayed in more often than not. There were servants as well, but it still didn’t amount to anywhere near the number of people in the imperial palace. It also didn’t amount to the level of activity in the imperial palace. He had found when he stayed there the palace never slept; at any moment of the day, something was going on, people were in the corridors.

      He couldn’t imagine the same would be so in Tournai’s royal palace. And with no crowds to blend into, slipping out of there unseen would be all but impossible. His new life was not going to begin tonight. He wasn’t sure when it would begin, and the longer he stayed, the higher the probability of someone discovering his secret, finding out who he was, and sending him home.

      He wanted to hit something. He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry, and he hadn’t done that in years.

      When the bedroom door opened behind him, he whirled around and stumbled as the skirts of his gown wrapped around his legs. He bit back a curse. He was supposed to be done with women’s clothes, but here he was, still in a dress.

      He glared at Velia, whose face was lit with amusement she wasn’t even trying to hide. “Don’t say a word,” he snapped.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Right. What are you doing just walking in here anyway? Do you want to kill me? I didn’t know who was coming in, and I don’t need the extra worry, Velia.”

      “You’re still dressed, so I don’t see what the problem is.” She shrugged the unconcerned shrug Flavian was beginning to utterly despise. “We’ll find the keys to the door, and I’ll instruct the servants you prefer privacy and to only come when you call for them. And that you don’t need help dressing.”

      He doubted the instructions would help. He’d already had to order a maid out who had insisted she unpack for him. He didn’t need the girl finding men’s clothes under the gowns in his trunk. He would have to find a place to hide his other clothes while he stayed in the palace so the servants didn’t stumble upon them. “Don’t you think that’s a little suspicious? I would rather not draw more attention to myself and risk someone realizing something is off.”

      “It won’t be suspicious. Some people like privacy, and you’re supposed to be from a less well-off noble family,” Velia said. “Such a lady probably wouldn’t be accustomed to being waited on constantly.”

      He supposed what she said made sense. Hopefully, everyone else would see it the same way, and Velia’s instructions would go unremarked upon for however long he had to stay. “I have to figure out how to leave this place.”

      “We will. We’ll get you out of here.”

      “As soon as possible. The longer I’m here, the more likely it is someone will discover what I’m hiding. No one can find out, especially not your aunt and uncle. They’ll haul me back.”

      “Do you think I want people to find out who you really are? I don’t want anything to happen to you, and it wouldn’t do me any good for my betrothed to find out I shared a ship’s cabin with a man for weeks.”

      He wondered if his disguise’s potential effect on her was really what motivated Velia to help him, but then he chided himself for being cynical. Velia was his friend. She had done so much for him. He couldn’t fault her for wanting to make sure his ruse didn’t hurt her either. “So for both of us, let’s figure out how to accomplish this quickly.”

      Velia nodded. “It would be best. Now, for the reason I came in here.”

      “Planning how to get me out of here wasn’t the reason?” What could be more important than his escape?

      “No. We have more immediate concerns today.”

      He couldn’t find words, but his face must have adequately expressed his incredulousness because Velia elaborated. “You’re not going to manage to escape this place tonight, you know that. So we need to deal with tonight.”

      He sighed. He did know, as much as he hated it. “What is tonight?”

      “We’re dining with Lord Cathal and his family, including the prince and his consort.”

      “No.” He said it almost before Velia finished speaking, because he could not have dinner with the royal family. “I can’t. I won’t. I’ll just stay here⁠—”

      “You can’t stay here, Flavian,” Velia interrupted, her voice almost stern. “You are a guest of the crown prince of Tournai. It would be rude and reflect poorly on me, my family, and Ardunn if you don’t attend the dinner.”

      “I don’t care how it reflects on Ardunn. Just tell them I’m ill. It’s what we would’ve done if we’d taken a house in the city. You didn’t think there would be a problem then.”

      “Then, you wouldn’t have been a guest of the prince in the palace, but you are now. You cannot stay in this room.”

      “I have to, Velia. It’s stupidly dangerous for me to go to this dinner.” He propped his hands on his hips and stared at Velia, trying to will her to understand what he was saying. “I’m not actually a woman. I do not know how to act like a woman. I do not look right in a woman’s clothing. The more time I spend around people dressed like this, the greater the chance someone will see through the disguise. It is too risky.”

      “No one has seen through the disguise so far. Uncle Willem and Aunt Zelina don’t suspect a thing. There is no reason to think anyone else will either.” She gestured at him, encompassing his current attire. “I know you hate to hear it, but you look like a woman in that gown with that hair and the cosmetics. Keep doing so and be careful what you say, and you’ll keep looking like a woman. But you have to go.”

      He managed to keep his reaction to her saying he looked like a woman down to a narrowing of eyes. “Too many people seeing me is a bad idea. What will you tell them when I disappear? And what if someone recognizes me after I’m back to being me?”

      “When are you even going to see any of the royal family of Tournai after you leave here?”

      He felt the insult like a slap and couldn’t keep a sharp edge from his words as a result. “I’m an artist, Velia. I will make a living as an artist, and successful artists have rich, noble—even royal—patrons. If I stay in Tournai and have any measure of success, I can expect to see some of these people again. And don’t you dare say a word about my not being successful. I am a talented artist.”

      “I know you are.” Velia appeared contrite, which mollified him somewhat. “And you will be a successful artist, but that’s in the future. Right now, I need you to do this.”

      And he’d thought he was getting through to her. But Velia was only thinking of herself, not how what happened would affect him and his future, the life he was trying to build. He wasn’t being entirely fair thinking ill of her, and he knew it, because Velia had helped him despite the risk to herself. He couldn’t think only of himself either, but he wasn’t ready to give in. “And I’m telling you I can’t.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You have to because we’re guests of the royal family.” She shook her head before he could speak again. “They’ll only send a healer if we say you’re ill. We’re their guests.”

      He bit back a curse. She was right. The prince would send a healer; it would be rude of him not to and rude of them to refuse. And he wouldn’t be able to fool a healer of any skill into believing he was sick—or a woman. He would have to go and hope no one saw through his disguise or would recognize him later as himself.

      Perhaps it would be all right. All the attention should be on Velia.

      And why did he think he was fooling himself?

      “Fine.”

      “Good. Now, we need to find you something to wear.” Velia didn’t seem to notice, or perhaps ignored, how grudging his agreement was and bustled over to his trunk. “Why haven’t these gowns been unpacked? Everything is going to be wrinkled beyond repair.”

      He ignored her glare as easily as she ignored his. “Well, I couldn’t exactly allow the maids to unpack with what else is in there.”

      “You could have unpacked it yourself.” She began pulling out gowns and shaking them. He rolled his eyes—not that she could see him, bent over his trunk as she was. “Let’s see what you have. I didn’t expect for you to have dinner with royalty when I ordered the clothes for you. And you can’t borrow something. Mine wouldn’t fit you.”

      Maybe lack of proper attire would save him from attending the dinner. But he doubted he was so lucky. He hadn’t had any kind of good luck since they’d landed in Tournai.

      “Here. This may work. I don’t think it’s too wrinkled either. The maids may be able to neaten it up.” She held up a cerulean silk gown, cocking her head to the side as she studied it. “Yes, I think this will do. Just make sure you don’t trip over the skirt in front of anyone.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her and glared.

      Flavian still felt like glaring a few hours later as he trailed behind Velia through the palace corridors. He’d bathed behind two locked doors and dressed in the cerulean gown, which the maids had managed to smooth to Velia’s satisfaction. Velia had taken time from her own preparations to help him into the gown and to make sure his hair and cosmetics were properly applied. She had hurried back to her own bedchamber to dress once she was satisfied with his appearance.

      At least one of them was satisfied.

      But he was trapped, for the moment anyway. As he followed behind Velia, who was on her uncle’s arm, he tried to distract himself by looking around. Perhaps if he immersed himself in the paintings and sculptures lining the corridor, he would feel less like screaming when they arrived in the prince’s presence. The art was interesting and impressive, but he didn’t have the time to study it if he was to keep up with Velia and her family. And no one—except Flavian—would be happy if he fell behind or disappeared entirely to study the art.

      Velia glanced back, as if checking whether he was there. As if he were a child who would wander off. Despite his momentary thought about how nice it would be to just walk around looking at paintings, he wouldn’t have done it. He bit back a comment; he didn’t want to draw Willem’s attention. He had done his best to avoid the duke on the voyage to Tournai, and he would have to continue to do so.

      After several twists and turns he barely kept track of, they arrived at their destination and were shown into a fairly small room. Despite the dais and two thrones on one end of the room, Flavian assumed there was a more formal throne room or audience chamber somewhere. This room, though richly appointed with velvet and silk curtains at the large windows, thick, patterned rugs on the polished marble floor, and paintings hanging on the walls, was too small and too informal to be the official throne room. But it was an impressive and wholly appropriate venue for Velia and her family to meet the prince and his consort.

      A small crowd of people had already gathered there. The princess was seated on a small chair placed next to the unoccupied thrones, Cathal standing next to her. A man who resembled Cathal so much he had to be his brother stood on the other side of the thrones. Everyone else gathered in front of the dais. Flavian noticed Cathal’s father immediately. The duke wasn’t an overly large man, but he seemed to take up an inordinate amount of space through sheer presence. The woman next to him was probably his wife, and Flavian could only assume the men and women clustered around them were probably their other children, since they all resembled each other to some degree.

      Flavian’s conclusion was borne out when the duke welcomed them into the room and introduced the assembled family—his wife Helena, their sons Vrai and Etan, their daughters Isaline, Ottilie, and Meriall, and the eldest girl’s husband. He was still talking, a long-winded, rather flowery speech, when the doors opened again and two men stepped inside. Everyone sank into bows and curtsies. Flavian’s curtsy was wobbly, but he didn’t fall. He did, however, see a look on the duke’s face that might have been disgruntlement, but Flavian had to have been mistaken. Why would the prince’s uncle get such an expression on his face at the arrival of his nephew?

      The prince and his consort made their way directly to the dais, walking arm in arm. Flavian swallowed a gasp at the sight. Two men could never walk that way in Ardunn, lovers or not—it was simply too dangerous. But in Tournai, the prince and his consort hid nothing. It was shocking but so good to see.

      Everyone stood straight again once Prince Philip Alexander Stefan Mael and Prince Consort Amory were seated, and Flavian got his first good look at the two men. They were young—which he had known—but seeing them sitting there looking so close to his own age was still surprising. The prince was tall and broad-shouldered, not as muscular perhaps as his cousin Cathal, but still a well-built man, and an extremely handsome one. His consort was a little shorter and slender but just as handsome, though in a different way. If a man could be called beautiful, Prince Amory, with his head of auburn curls and large dark eyes, would be. They looked like princes from a bedtime tale, but that wasn’t why Flavian couldn’t look away. It was how they were with each other, how they seemed to lean into each other despite sitting separately, how their hands met and clasped between them. Their marriage was a love match, and though Flavian had known that, too, seeing it was something else entirely.

      And seeing it made him want. He stamped down the urge quickly.

      The prince nodded at his uncle, and the duke stepped forward. “Your Highness, allow me to present my son’s betrothed, Lady Velia, just arrived from Ardunn.”

      Flavian thought it odd the duke didn’t address both the prince and his consort in his introduction, but perhaps it was the custom. He would have to learn how things worked here. Flavian hadn’t expected to find himself in the palace the day of his arrival, so he hadn’t bothered studying these protocols of Tournai. He’d thought he’d have more time.

      As he watched, Velia gracefully greeted the prince and his consort and even spoke a few words to Princess Elodie, acquitting herself perfectly as always. Velia’s uncle and aunt also were smooth and practiced in their conversation to the royal couple when they were presented. From what Velia had told Flavian, her uncle and aunt were favorites at the emperor’s court, an accomplishment requiring mastery of courtly graces.

      He was so engrossed in his musings he nearly jumped when the duke said his name, or, rather, introduced Lady Flavia. He could not start thinking of Flavia as his name—it was not, and he wouldn’t be called Flavia for much longer if he had anything to say about it.

      He needed no prompting to drop into another curtsy, and he did his best to keep it from appearing as awkward as it felt. How did women do this, especially in these cumbersome clothes and shoes?

      “Welcome to Tournai, Lady Flavia,” Prince Philip said.

      “Thank you, Your Highnesses,” Flavian responded in a murmur. He’d barely spoken above a whisper in weeks, it seemed, as he tried to disguise his voice. Doing so was more difficult than he’d thought it would be, and he still didn’t understand how everyone didn’t realize what he was doing anyway. Which was why he spoke as little as possible.

      Thankfully, the princes let him fade back into the group after their greetings. He tried to move into the background. Velia and her uncle and aunt were and should be the center of the princes’ attention, with Cathal’s father doing his best to control conversation. Flavian wondered about him. There was a strong resemblance to his sons in his facial features, but the duke’s expression was set in rigid lines even as he spoke in the practiced way of the courtier. Flavian wondered briefly what he would see if he painted the duke, but he shook the notion off, repressing a shudder. He did not paint portraits.
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