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  PROLOGUE


   


   


  “DO YOU want to play?”


  Sebastian looked at the wooden sword and the fool crown prince holding it. “You saw me sitting here with a book and decided that meant I want to play with you idiots?”


  “Yes,” Prince Turren said with the confidence of a boy who needed more whoopings.


  “Sebastian, stop acting like a shit and pretend to be a child for five minutes!” his good-for-nothing brother, Demetrius, shouted. Funny how he didn’t have time to watch them until the king paid a visit.


  Sebastian glanced at his two other brothers grinning with their own wooden swords and Father’s old cloaks tied around their necks. “I’ll pass.” He opened his book again and buried his face into tales about real heroes.


  The prince snatched the book and held it out of reach. “I order you to join us and take off your cloak. Then I’ll give it back to you.”


  Sebastian hopped off his stool. “So our next king is a robber. Sorry, but I don’t take the word of thieves. Hand it over.”


  Turren poked Sebastian in the chest with his wooden sword. “Show respect, knave. I will sit on the throne one day.”


  Sebastian sighed. “It didn’t take you long to bring your father into this.”


  “The king, to you.” Turren moved the end of his sword to the tip of Sebastian’s hood. “I will forgive your impudence if you lower it. Wearing it in my presence is offensive.”


  “Offensive, huh?” Sebastian grabbed the wooden blade and shoved as hard as he could, hitting the prince with the sword butt. He leaped for the book, but even with a bleeding nose, Turren kept it out of reach.


  “If you want the damn book, then here!” The book sailed through the air and into the fireplace. Unlit logs burst into blue flames, incinerating the book with unnatural speed.


  “Who said you brats can use magic?” Demetrius shouted.


  No. Sebastian took a step toward the fireplace, but it was no use. It was gone. As if he were five again, Sebastian heard his grandparents taking turns reading him each poem before bed. The exaggerated voices they used for each story and the grand gestures they made during each battle. Gone. And all because of a selfish, spoiled, rich prince who couldn’t take no for an answer.


  A tentative hand touched Sebastian’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I lost my temper and—”


  Sebastian tackled him to the floor. “I don’t care, you bastard!” He slammed his fists onto the prince’s still-bleeding nose and beat the royal’s chest when the bastard covered his face.


  Demetrius leapt to his feet, looked at his enraged brother and then at the stairs leading to the second floor. “To hell with this. I’m not sticking around to be yelled at. Someone stop him if the prince falls unconscious.” He rolled his eyes at his younger brothers and ran up the stairs.


  “Sebastian!” his sister called out, but Sebastian didn’t stop. Arms lifted Sebastian into the air, but he still swung his fists as tears blinded him.


  “Easy now, boy,” a stern voice said near Sebastian’s ear.


  “Captain, I swear Sebastian never does anything like this.” Ophelia cradled Sebastian’s face under the hood. She repeated Sebastian’s name until his arms stopped moving.


  “It was mine,” Sebastian whispered.


  Ophelia’s sightless gaze went to the fireplace. “I know.”


  The prince sat up with blood and snot running down his face. “Pembrost, it was my fault. Please don’t punish him.”


  “That isn’t up to me, Your Highness. What started this row?”


  Before the prince could answer, the door leading to the sitting room opened, and Lord Orwell stepped out, laughing, with the king by his side.


  Sebastian shoved Captain Pembrost aside and bolted out of the house.


   


   


  LORD ORWELL stirred the ashes with a poker. “All kinds of useless books in this house, and you burned that one. Not any of these cheap mysteries”—he waved the poker at his bookshelf—“or romances and histories. You burned the most expensive one in the entire fucking lot. And now my boy is Gods know where since he treasured the damned thing more than breathing.”


  You’re only cursing at me because my father left. Turren glanced at Captain Pembrost, who had healed his nose and bruises because he thought the prince shouldn’t look as disgraceful as he behaved. “Maybe he’ll return when he’s hungry.”


  Lord Orwell snorted. “That stubborn brat won’t show up for at least a day.” He shook his head. “All that begging me not to sell the damn thing and it ended up destroyed. I expect ample payment because I will need good wine to drown out that boy’s whining.”


  “The king pays his debts,” the captain said. “And you will pay yours by helping to search if Sebastian doesn’t turn up by morning,” he told Turren.


  “Speaking of whiny sons, where is Demetrius?” Lord Orwell asked.


  Ophelia pointed at the ceiling. “I came downstairs when I heard him climb out the window.”


  “Should we search for him too if he doesn’t return?” Captain Pembrost asked.


  “Don’t waste the manpower.” Lord Orwell threw his poker on the floor. “He has perfected running away and is probably finding passage on a ship by now. At least Sebastian stays on our land.”


  “A great deal of the fault lies with our prince, but the way you give your children leeway, I do wonder if their behavior is rubbing off on him.”


  Lord Orwell crossed his arms. “My spawn aren’t perfect, but they aren’t shameful enough to burn knowledge. It’s regretful our prince has none of the king’s intelligence or the queen’s honor.”


  Turren lowered his head and closed his eyes. Mother will be disappointed in me when she learns what I’ve done.


  “That’s enough, my lord. Prince Turren will make this right, I swear it.”


  “The prince will prove his sincerity in the morning,” Lord Orwell promised.


   


   


  AS PREDICTED, Sebastian didn’t appear by morning, and Turren hoped no misfortune had befallen the boy. If he fell into a ravine and had no one to call for help, it’s my fault. Several riders arrived from the castle and spread maps out between themselves.


  “We should have searched for him last night,” Captain Pembrost said as he adjusted his leather gloves.


  “By all means, search a magical forest at night where a small boy can easily hide. We need daylight on our side.” Lord Orwell tied his coat closed. “And I don’t want to be responsible for any of your soldiers being eaten.” Sighing, he placed his hand on his stomach. “I’m ravenous with worry and have been unable to eat a full meal.”


  Turren frowned. “I saw you eat three helpings of eggs this morning.”


  “My son’s disappearance has clearly addled you, because I only had two. Perhaps the boy should stay home with my daughter.”


  “I don’t need his memory, just his presence to make things right,” Captain Pembrost said.


  I am standing right here. “I’ll go with the captain because I know my duty and I am in the wrong.” Turren bowed, and the nod Lord Orwell gave him managed to be the correct height yet disdainful at the same time.


  “Search around the border where my land ends, and I’ll look closer to home in case my boy comes to his senses.”


  “Yes, Lord Orwell.” Captain Pembrost placed his hand on Turren’s shoulder. “Come, my prince.”


  So no one could accuse him of shirking his duty, Turren was the first person to mount his horse, and he waited impatiently for the royal guards to follow.


  “Our goal is to find the boy, and that won’t happen if we’re too eager and make mistakes. Please calm yourself,” Captain Pembrost advised.


  “I’m plenty calm.” Turren’s horse turned in a circle, and he had to guide the animal still again. “He always does that.”


  “Uh-huh.” Captain Pembrost raised his arm and pointed in the direction of Silver Forest. “Stay close and do not wander off. I mean to return with as many of you as I left with.” He moved forward and the search party followed.


  Turren obeyed the captain’s orders, but nothing around him looked different from any regular old forest. Trees, more trees, a deer stopping by a bush, a rabbit, and a bush scooping up the deer like a biscuit. Turren blinked and turned to look at the empty spot where leaves fluttered in the air.


  “Pay attention to what’s in front of you!” Captain Pembrost shouted, and Turren hurriedly faced forward.


  Gods, Sebastian ran into this place alone? Turren shivered. We will find him and bring him home safely. Vines slithered down the trees, and the horses stepped closer to each other. Pembrost removed a torch from his saddle, and red magelight flared to life on its end. He swept it from side to side and the vines retreated. What if Sebastian has been eaten? There are so many dangerous plants, and he’s just a child. I wouldn’t have been mean to him if I knew he would run away. I just wanted him to look at me. Turren scanned the ground and surrounding brush over and over again, hoping to spy the fabric of the boy’s cloak. Please be alive.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN TURNED the rabbit and added more salt. At least I had a few spices in my pockets. He held his small plate of greens under his main course and allowed the rabbit’s juice to fall on them. Juice would be nice, but I’m too lazy after hunting and skinning my food. A vine sneaked in from his side and touched the cooking meat. Sebastian smacked it. “Get your own dinner!” The vine poked Sebastian’s chest but he waved it away. “I saw you eat a bird earlier, so don’t pretend you’re hungry. Damn glutton,” he muttered. The vine drew away, but as Sebastian leaned forward to check the meat again, the vine slapped him across the back of the head and disappeared too quickly for Sebastian to hit it back. “You know what? I was going to give you the bones, but now I’m giving them to that pit catcher.” The trees rustled in response, and Sebastian stuck his tongue out. He reached inside his cloak pocket and closed his hands on nothing for the third time that day. Sebastian sighed. When am I going to remember that my book is gone because of that stupid prince?


  Instead of dwelling on the incident, Sebastian picked up the rabbit with tongs and set it on a bigger plate. It was kind of the royal guards to leave their supplies dangling so helpfully off an unattended horse. The meat fell off the bone, and Sebastian stuck a large chunk in his mouth. If I wasn’t here because of my idiot father inviting the king over with his spawn, this would be a lovely dinner. Sebastian ate until only scraps remained and sleep pulled at him. It had been a long ride to the lake, and the stress didn’t do him any favors. His eyes drifted shut. When Sebastian opened them again, his dish was scraped clean. He glared at the trees. “Glutton.”


   


   


  ALL OF them pulled as hard as they could, but the huge bloom refused to let the soldier go.


  Captain Pembrost was bent almost completely backward as he and the biggest in their search party yanked on the captured soldier’s feet. Inch by inch, the slime-covered human slid out of the bloom. “Don’t let up!” he shouted. With a loud pop, the freed soldier and his comrades fell to the ground. Captain Pembrost raised his sword and prodded the bloom until it folded in on itself into the harmless yellow ball it had appeared to be when they came across it.


  Sebastian is dead and it’s all my fault. One boy couldn’t make it through this terrain unscathed. I pushed him to run away, and Sebastian is dead. Turren rubbed his wet nose on his sleeve and avoided looking at the others. They probably know it’s my fault too. I don’t deserve to be ruler. I should go to prison for what I’ve done. We don’t have prisons for children, but Father should think of something. I will be brave and face my punishment. Maybe ten or fifteen years will be suitable.


  “Does anyone smell rabbit?”


  Turren blinked. “What?”


  Captain Pembrost sniffed the air. “I smell it too. I think we’re by Silver Lake. If I were scared, that would be a good spot to go.” He mounted his horse and shouted, “Everyone, back on your horses.”


  The goo-slicked soldier took two tries, but he climbed on his saddle.


  Pembrost nodded at the man and continued forward.


  Plant monsters don’t cook. With his hope renewed, Turren sped his horse on and caught up with Pembrost. The captain tried to wave him to the back, but Turren shook his head. “If he’s hurt or in danger, I will help him.”


  “Fine, but you will run if I order it.”


  No chance in hell. “Yes, Captain.” Pembrost can heal most wounds, but I don’t know about amputations. If Sebastian is missing any limbs, I’ll tell Father to give Sebastian enough money to live like a normal man.


  No more plants attacked them as they rode to the lake. Everything seemed as calm as when they’d first entered the forest, as if it was resting. The captain pulled back long branches barring their way and a clearing opened in front of them. Light sparkled off the palest lake Turren had ever seen. Its waters were almost white, and lying down on a bundle of bedsheets was Sebastian. He still wore his cloak, so Turren couldn’t tell if the boy was intact. The captain motioned for the others to stop while he progressed farther. Sebastian stirred and lifted his hands over his head in a long yawn.


  “What are you idiots doing here?”


  Turren’s jaw dropped. He’s safe. All that worrying and him gone for days and that’s the first thing out of his ungrateful mouth? He dismounted and stalked to Pembrost’s side. “We’re here because you foolishly ran away. You could have been killed! We could have been killed!”


  Sebastian sat up. “The latter is true, but the former is impossible because I’m an Orwell.” A vine similar to the ones that had tried numerous times to yank them off their horses slithered to Sebastian’s side, and he petted it like a dog. “You can return and tell my father I’m fine. I don’t know what possessed him to send you after me.” He lay back down and ignored them.


  “I’m sorry, sir, but you will come with us.”


  Sebastian looked at the captain and all the guards standing behind him. Then his gaze fell on Turren. Giving him the same disdainful look as Lord Orwell had, Sebastian stood up and brushed off his cloak. He dismantled his fire pit and gathered his things together.


  “Hey, those are my supplies!” the goo-covered soldier spoke up. “I thought my bag came undone.”


  “It did,” Sebastian said. “I found it on the ground, and since I didn’t know who it belonged to, I used it.”


  An itch developed behind Turren’s ear. “You’re lying. You stole it.”


  “His Highness shouldn’t go around making baseless accusations, especially when his morals are in question.” Sebastian walked to the soldier and gave him the bag.


  Turren stomped to Sebastian. “I have to take responsibility for my actions and so do you. You ran away and now you’re lying. And you called me a thief earlier when it’s obvious you’re the same.” He flicked the side of Sebastian’s hood. “What kind of honest person wears a hood even when there’s clear weather?” Sebastian said nothing. “I said, what kind of—” Turren grabbed for the hood. The hood shifted, and he caught a glimpse of light green eyes that gleamed like peridots. A palm slammed into his midsection. Falling to the ground, Turren gasped painfully for breath and waited for the captain to come to his defense. There was no movement. Fine, I will settle this on my own. Turren stood up slowly, and Sebastian’s hooded face followed his every move.


  “I don’t like to be touched by fools. Do it again, and I’ll put you back on the ground.”


  Weeks of playing at the Orwell house and he’s finally looking at me. I can do the honorable thing even if he doesn’t deserve it. Turren bowed. “I’m sorry. About losing my temper… and the book,” he murmured. “I can find another copy.”


  Sebastian laughed. “I won’t hold my breath. Not even your money could find another first edition of poems by Sigmuend Atraius. And in the unlikely occurrence that you could, please tell me how you can replace a book soaked in the scent of my grandmother’s perfume and grandfather’s tobacco? How can you replace a book read to me by two people who loved me better than my parents? Please explain how you can instill those memories into another book when both of them are dead.”


  Turren chewed the inside of his mouth because he could give no proper answer.


  “I thought not. Any attempt to replace it is a farce, so we’ll just stick with money. My father is probably waiting for monetary restitution upon my return. A full purse of gold will do.”


  “A full purse! That’s robbery!” Turren cried out.


  “No twit, it’s the price of the book. Perhaps when you decide to burn knowledge again, you’ll find something cheaper.”


  “I won’t do it again.”


  “Not to me you won’t.” Sebastian walked to the captain. “I don’t have a horse.” The captain scooted so Sebastian could climb on behind him, and he urged the animal onward. Prince Turren followed, and that was the last time he saw Sebastian.


  CHAPTER 1


   


   


  TWO MONTHS of no drunken brothers. Sebastian stuffed the last book into his bag. Two months of not being woken up by one of them searching for the latrine. He cinched the bag and swung it over his shoulder just as a knocking on his open door interrupted a final survey of his clean room.


  “They’ve already started arguing over who will be forced to play my guardian in your absence.” Ophelia rolled her eyes. “All they have to do is sit with me when I go outside and look threatening. Am I such a chore?” she asked while plopping down on Sebastian’s bed.


  Except you. You, I’ll miss. “No, they’re just lazy. Are you sure it’s all right that I leave you with those idiots?”


  “How is it that the most responsible in our brood turns out to be the youngest?”


  “Fear of becoming like one of them keeps me stable. If Demetrius or Pratchett give you any grief, threaten to call Diana on a mirror.”


  Ophelia smiled, her teeth a brighter white than her seer eyes. “I’ll do better. I’ll threaten to send for her if they’re delinquent in their duties.”


  Sebastian bent down and kissed his sister’s cheek. “I love you, and you are too sane for this family,” he said as he squeezed her good-bye.


  “I love you too. Remember, no adventures or heroics.”


  Sebastian laughed. “You couldn’t pay me to do either.” He grabbed his folded cloak sitting on his chair and left his room.


  At the bottom of the stairs, the rest of the Orwell siblings still living at the house waited for him. Sebastian tried to walk past them, but Demetrius blocked his path. I guess a reminder of why I’m leaving isn’t bad.


  “You can’t leave for two months. You’re supposed to look after Ophelia,” Demetrius complained.


  “She’s a grown woman and knows how to stay out of trouble. It’s not a hard job. Separately, you’re all hopeless, but together, you should form a half-wit capable of such a basic task.” Sebastian unwound his cloak and put his arms through the cloth.


  “Why are you throwing me in with them?” Kraven—the third youngest with hair as black as Demetrius’s—asked. “I came to say good-bye.”


  “Sorry. I forgot that you matured into less of an ass. Good-bye, Kraven.” Sebastian turned to their brother, Pratchett, who stood with his arms crossed. “Are you also developing manners?”


  “To waste on one of you younger gets? Gods, no. I’m here to call you a selfish bastard. You know Father is going to drag me with him to market, and I can’t stop him from spending all our money,” Pratchett said.


  “Why am I supposed to feel sorry for you?”


  “Because unlike Father, we prefer to fill our bellies with food, not wine,” Pratchett said.


  Sebastian saw worry spread across all three of his brothers’ faces, likely all thinking of previous times their father had left them with no food. “There’s a stash of coin next to the laundry bin.”


  Kraven whistled. “That’s one way to keep Mother and Father from finding it.”


  Pratchett and Demetrius’s eyes lit up with dishonorable intentions, and Sebastian grinned. “Whatever illicit ideas you have toward that money, I suggest you disabuse yourself of them, because I borrowed it from James.” Pratchett and Demetrius gulped.


  “Don’t you feel any shame in begging James for money?” Demetrius asked.


  “None. I needed an incentive to make sure it lasted, and I doubt any of you are dumb enough to cross him.”


  “You are a bastard,” Demetrius growled.


  “And by the way, if anything goes wrong, you might receive a visit from our favorite sister.” Their jaws dropped in horror, and Sebastian was able to shoulder past them and out the door.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STARED at Silver Lake, which he visited before every journey. This was the only land his grandfather hadn’t parceled away on gambling debts. Sebastian had long forgotten what heroic deed the first Orwell performed to be gifted with the magical stretch of wood, but the king kept his word and let them lord over it in peace. He leaned down and smelled turquoise flowers whose thorns could stop a human’s heart. Sighing, he lifted the cloak’s hood over his head, sealing the clothing’s spell in place. Next, he withdrew a pair of enchanted leather gloves from a side pocket and pulled them on his hands. Branches breaking disturbed the silence, and Sebastian ducked behind a tree. Terrified whinnies accompanied a horse jumping into the clearing, its rider dangling from the saddle. The body jangled loose and landed in front of Sebastian’s hiding place.


  This can’t be good.


  The bloodied heap didn’t stir, so Sebastian carefully walked around the tree. He took short steps until he was within touching distance. Sebastian lifted his foot and tapped the man’s shoulder. The man groaned, and Sebastian leaned forward. Shit, he’s still alive. He removed part of the man’s coat, revealing a blood-soaked shirt and a chest underneath that barely moved.


  “Inconvenient of you to drop onto our land. I guess I should stop the bleeding.” More rustling in the trees interrupted his plans. A man stepped through the brush brandishing a sword, and Sebastian didn’t think he was going to listen to reason. Sebastian stood. “Good afternoon, sir. A nice day, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, I’m going to kill two men today.”


  “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself when you haven’t finished off your first victim?”


  “You know, I was just going to slit your throat, but now only a stomach wound will satisfy me.”


  The swordsman stalked closer, and Sebastian stepped back. “Can’t you be a reasonable killer and just accept a bribe?”


  “Not with the boss I have, and it insults my work ethic.”


  “Begging? I am only nineteen.” Sebastian gulped as the man was nearly upon him and too much vegetation blocked his retreat.


  “If it makes you feel better, but I’ll still kill you. You keep still, and I’ll slide my sword into your heart, nice and easy,” the hired killer promised while thrusting it forward.


  Sebastian twisted and brought his left hand up, shoving his knife under and into the man’s jaw. “You shouldn’t have trespassed on Orwell land.” He yanked the blade out and watched disbelief fall off the man’s face in death. Blood slid from Sebastian’s enchanted cloak as if the cloth were made of glass. Sebastian turned back to the unconscious man. “You better be worth a reward.” He walked to the edge of the lake and emptied his water bag on the ground, then dipped it into the water and allowed it to fill. Trees shook and swayed, but there was no wind. “Shush. It’s an emergency, and no, I won’t let you eat him.”


  Sebastian returned to the injured rider. He removed leaves and dirt from the bloodied face and pried his mouth open. The man was unresponsive, but Sebastian pressed the spout between the stranger’s lips. Moments later he coughed up water, and Sebastian held his arms down. “Who are you?”


  “Tur—” the man spoke before passing out. Sebastian frowned. Lids had briefly opened to reveal familiar dark blue eyes. He splashed more water to wash away the dirt and sat back on his heels when he recognized the Royal Crown Prince of Larnlyon. “Fuck me.” He got up and started pacing. “We barely have a reputation left as it is, and you decide to die on our land? See, Sebastian. This is where playing heroics gets you.” He stopped and sat down beside the prince. “You are not going to die, you miserable son of a….” Sebastian cursed as he used his magic to stop the bleeding and mend what he could.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN RODE the prince’s horse, his unwanted baggage leaning on his back, hands tied around Sebastian’s waist. All Turren’s remaining energy could handle was enough magic to close his wounds during the ride. Any more and he would die from weakness. Prince Turren woke and passed out throughout the ordeal but hadn’t stirred since Sebastian finished bandaging the last wound. His surroundings blurred, but Sebastian pressed on. If we encounter another assassin, we’re both dead. They passed the city gates, but Sebastian needed to hand off the prince to the authorities without being dragged into royal affairs. Politics were an unhealthy business, and he was the last person who needed to be seen with the hurt royal. The heavy rain now coming down didn’t help his situation either.


  Most of the taverns were emptying, so Sebastian needed to dump him soon. He squinted at signs illuminated with magelight until he spotted a name Margaret had spoken of while reminiscing about her golden days. Sebastian untied Prince Turren’s wrists and slid off the horse. Turren slumped over, and Sebastian straightened his body. He guided the beast toward the rope line in front of the tavern, but Turren sagged again.


  “Damn you!” Sebastian steadied Turren and then carefully pulled him down. The fact I’ve lugged around so many books is the only reason I don’t hate you, you heavy bastard. Prince Turren’s head nodded onto Sebastian’s neck, but the rain streaming on his face slid off Sebastian’s hood. He wrapped an arm around the prince’s waist, and he dragged both of them into the tavern.


  Magelight brightened when they walked in, but no one was in sight. “I’ll be down in a minute!” a voice called from upstairs.


  “I found a drunk man fallen outside, and his horse wandering next to him,” Sebastian shouted in a high voice. “I have business to attend to, so I’ll leave him here.” He propped Prince Turren on a chair, head resting on the table and cloak snugly closed. He snuck back out just as he heard footsteps on the stairs.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WALKED out of the city with no pursuit on his heels. A mile from the gates, a wave of magic swept out in all directions. His step didn’t falter, as he trusted in his enchanted clothing to distort his presence. Sebastian smiled. Soon the rain will wash away all signs of the man who discarded a wounded crown prince in a tavern.


  CHAPTER 2


   


   


  LORD HAROLD Bast frowned over several letters on his desk. “Why does everyone think I know who this mysterious wizard is?”


  Sebastian added figures from the invoices and ignored his friend. A wadded-up paper bounced off his head, and Sebastian looked up.


  “Of course you know nothing about strange cloaked men with healing abilities in Larnlyon.” Harold removed his glasses and rubbed his brow. “What am I supposed to tell the king? He demands a full report by mirror this morning.”


  “You should tell the king to rely on his court wizard instead of asking you to do his dirty work. Besides, it sounds like from what Captain Pembrost told you, he doesn’t have a lot to work with.” As if I’d let any of them find me.


  “I have to think of something more diplomatic if we want the king to look elsewhere.” Harold waved his hand in the air when Sebastian opened his mouth. “I’m not a fool! And a tavern? What if the prince had been robbed or dropped back into the rain?”


  “The rumors say that Prince Turren was found in a tavern run by one of Margaret’s old City Watch friends. I hear that he was safe as a babe in her care until the castle guards arrived.” Another wad of paper hit Sebastian on the forehead.


  “How long do you plan on stubbornly lying to my face?”


  “Until you can prove otherwise.”


  Harold glared, and another piece of paper flew into the air. It stopped midway between their desks, unraveled itself, and unbunched, sliding up Harold’s arm to smack his face. Harold ripped the paper away, and his light brown eyes glowed just as the door ringer greeted another customer.


  “Lord Bast? Did it seem dark in here for a moment?” Mr. Jenkins asked when he limped past bookshelves to the desks where Sebastian and Harold were seated.


  “No, it seems bright as ever.” Ever the businessman, Harold beamed at the older man and shook his hand. “I have your order.” He reached for two books tied with twine from a stack of similar bundles on his desk. More greetings and coin were exchanged, and they were alone again. “I will give King Harris a plausible answer, but please consider revealing the truth. Saving Prince Turren could have put your life in danger.”


  “There were no witnesses other than the tavern owner hearing a man’s voice.” Sebastian cleared his throat. “From what I’ve heard.”


  “At least learn to lie better.”


   


   


  HAROLD STUCK his head into his spare bedroom where Sebastian was categorizing piles of books that stretched to the ceiling. “Presents,” he said joyfully while Sebastian dusted himself off.


  Sebastian held out his hand, and Harold gave him a sheaf of papers. Flipping through the sheets, Sebastian saw several pages depicting a cloaked man. Most of the faces were left blank, but a few had a monster’s features touched by light. “Ridiculous.” Text on the side of the preposterous images caught his eye, and Sebastian squinted to read it. Either he was an eight-foot giant or barely reached three feet. At the bottom of the pile was a picture that eerily resembled his cloaked form.


  “I thought that one would grab your attention. The demon-faced ones are circulating through the city faster, but that picture has me worried because it was issued from the castle. Lord Pasley drew that himself,” Harold said grimly.


  “I need to ask Ophelia to strengthen the spells on my cloaks if he was able to scry this much from inside the tavern. As long as it doesn’t reach my father, I should be fine.”


  “Thank you for finally being honest. What about Prince Turren? Did he ever wake up long enough to get a good look at you?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “He was unconscious most of the time, so I doubt he remembers anything.”


   


   


  “YOU REMEMBER nothing?” Lord Pasley asked again, exasperated.


  “I remember that he’s not the man who stabbed me,” Prince Turren replied.


  “Which doesn’t tell us if he is your savior or a conspirator,” Captain Pembrost said without looking up from his book.


  “We need to find him. It took me four spells to make a single picture,” Lord Pasley said.


  Prince Turren grinned. “Are you sure this is about my stabbing and not about wanting to find the wizard who outclassed you?”


  “As your attending physician, it’s in my power to force you to drink revolting tonics during your healing,” Lord Pasley threatened.


  “That’s all right. My handsome savior healed me just fine. I’m only exhausted.”


  Captain Pembrost put down his book. “How do you know he’s handsome?”


  Turren frowned. “I just assumed. That’s what happens in fairy tales. All the princes and princesses have good-looking rescuers.”


  “Lord Pasley, please leave us,” Captain Pembrost said.


  Lord Pasley stood up. “Fine, but I want the same answers.” He stalked to the door. “And he did not outclass me,” he said before closing it behind him.


  Captain Pembrost glared at his charge. “It’s on my head to find your assailants, and Lord Pasley is correct, this man could lead us to them. What is it that you remember but aren’t sharing?”


  Turren’s fingers intertwined and rested on his chest. “I’m not lying. I never saw his face, but I think I recall his voice.”


  “Go on.”


  “It was strange. Not deep or broad, but it left an impression.”


  “Was it magic?” Captain Pembrost asked, worrying that they had missed a spell placed on their prince.


  “No, my reaction to it was… natural.” Turren avoided the captain’s eyes.


  “Ah.”


  “I was surprised that my body was capable of responding, but I guess it was because the voice was so fa….”


  “Fa?” Captain asked when his prince halted.


  “Foreign,” Prince Turren finished.


  “Funny, for a moment I thought you were going to say familiar.” Captain Pembrost tapped his fingers on his closed book.


  “Nope, I definitely meant to say foreign,” Prince Turren assured him. He yawned and stretched out his arms. “I’m sorry, but I’m too tired to continue. Would you mind coming again later?” Turren yawned a second time.


  “I’ll let you rest for now. Sleep well.”


   


   


  “WHAT DID he say?” Lord Pasley asked when Pembrost entered the hallway.


  “Nothing helpful to you, but something he said tugged my memory.”


  “I expected to hear more than that,” Lord Pasley said. “You’re too soft on him.”


  “Are you sure the man who rescued him is responsible for the healing spell?” Captain Pembrost held up his hands when Lord Pasley sucked in breath for a tirade. “Never mind, I trust that you’re sure, but that complicates matters further.”


  “Huh?”


  “I swear that I’ll have the name of the wizard for you soon, just be patient,” Captain Pembrost promised.


  “I’ll take your annoying hints for now if you keep your word.”


  “Now who’s impugning whose honor, Frederick?” Captain Pembrost smiled at his friend.


  “I have better reasons to doubt you. By the way,” Frederick said as he leaned closer, “only some of Turren’s exhaustion is an act, and that worries me. He’s my cousin’s son, so I know he’ll run himself ragged despite my warnings to rest. I will run more tests on him when he wakes up.”


  Pembrost placed his hand on Frederick’s shoulder. “See, you are better than the handsome savior.”


  “That was never a doubt, Captain. Now you go earn your keep.”


  Pembrost bowed. “Of course, my lord.”


   


   


  “FATHER WANTS to see you,” Ophelia greeted Sebastian when he stepped across the threshold.


  Sebastian looked past her, sighed, and turned back around. Or tried to because a meaty paw on his shoulder stopped him.


  “That isn’t the way to his room,” a deep voice said at his back.


  “Oh, and Kevin is here for a visit.” Ophelia smiled innocently when Sebastian turned in the direction of the tight grip.


  “Why are you playing the dutiful son?” Sebastian asked. Kevin held up his other hand and revealed the drawing of Sebastian’s dark, shrouded face. “I don’t see a resembla-urrrgh,” his words were garbled as Kevin shook him roughly. “Okay, maybe it’s a little clearer.” Kevin released him and Sebastian rubbed his shoulder. “Who else knows?”


  “Just Ophelia and Father.”


  Sebastian pulled down his hood. “I thought he would have personally sent a message to the king telling him I’m responsible.”


  Kevin frowned. “No. He dragged me away before anyone else could hear and told me to keep my mouth shut.”


  “Ah, so it’s not duty but curiosity about Father’s motives,” Sebastian guessed.


  Kevin shrugged. “Either way….” He grabbed Sebastian’s elbow and almost pulled his brother off his feet. “I won’t know why until you see him.”


  Sebastian was marched up the stairs toward their parents’ room, but none of his other siblings was in sight. “Where is everyone?”


  “The boys were too much of a handful, so I asked Diana to come. She took them herb collecting and gave me an afternoon of peace,” Ophelia said from behind them.


  Kevin knocked once and opened the door.


  Lord Orwell quickly swept a map and pendant off the table and onto his lap. “There isn’t a point to knocking if you don’t wait for me to respond!” He stuffed the items into his pocket and ran his fingers through balding, sweaty hair.


  “I didn’t know you still had enough power to scry,” Kevin said.


  “That’s none of your concern. The two of you can leave. I just wanted to talk to one selfish brat of my loins.” Lord Orwell impatiently waved them away.


  “You have enough power to scry but not enough to magically control three people.” White and green eyes turned to Kevin.


  “I didn’t agree to an all-out fight,” Sebastian muttered.


  “Neither did I,” Ophelia whispered.


  “How dare you be defiant to a father trying to protect his youngest son!” Lord Orwell glared at Sebastian. “Have Prince Turren’s attackers been apprehended? Who knows if they’ll retaliate against you if they discover your identity.”


  “Why did you insist I hide the truth from Mother?” Kevin asked.


  “She would be blinded by the possibility of moving up in court circles. She wouldn’t understand the danger,” Lord Orwell insisted. “Is that all, ungrateful sons and daughter?”


  “Yes,” Sebastian said before Kevin could speak again.


  Kevin crossed his arms. “For now.” He turned on his heel but stopped midturn when Lord Orwell cleared his throat.


  “I order all of you to remain silent, and that includes running off to tell your sister, Diana.”


   


   


  “YOU SHOULD have heard him, Diana. Father lied through his teeth, but I don’t know about what.” Ophelia sat on her bed next to Diana.


  “We need to see the spell on his map,” Sebastian said.


  Diana rolled her eyes. “Obviously. But if we do find what or who he was scrying for, will that tell us what we need to know without his cooperation?”


  “What about a truth spell?” Kevin asked, tossing a sack of dates from hand to hand.


  “Ironically, truth spells are lies. They tell the mind that you want to reveal everything when you really don’t, so he would be immune to it,” Diana explained.


  Sebastian looked at the door. “They sure are being quiet.”


  Diana rolled her eyes again. “One little nature walk and the three of them bitched the entire time. Those bastions of endurance won’t lift a leg out of bed until supper.”


  “I had to heal Pratchett of creeping sickness. He had reached orange by the time they got back home,” Ophelia said.


  “Serves him right for being an ass,” Kevin said. “What’s our plan?”


  “We drug the others and find the map before Mother gets home,” Diana said.


  “Please don’t go overboard. We’ll be the ones cleaning up the mess if you do,” Sebastian warned.


  “I’ll use a mild sedative. I save my nasty concoctions for our eldest sister, Alice.” Diana smoothed down her hair streaked with premature gray. It was pinned into a bun and pulled her skin tight, making the hawkish face even fiercer. “I admit enjoying that the herbs the boys picked are going to line their bowls tonight.” She swung her legs down and cheerfully whistled as she left the room.


  Sebastian shook his head. “No one in this family is sane.”


  Kevin snorted. “She might be scary, but she’s still afraid of Moth—” His chair toppled forward without warning, and Diana walked back into the room.


  She snatched her bonnet off Ophelia’s dresser and tied it over her bun. “I forgot this,” she said and glanced disdainfully at Kevin sprawled on the floor. “I’ll see you at dinner.”


  Kevin rolled over and rubbed his knee. “You insulted her too, so why only me?”


  “I think she took Sebastian’s statement as a compliment,” Ophelia surmised.


   


   


  LORD ORWELL and Kraven dug into second bowls of soup. Sebastian leaned toward Diana. “Are you sure?” he said and glanced meaningfully at the two gluttons.


  “I’m sure that they look like pigs,” Diana said when Demetrius looked at them suspiciously. “They could eat four bowls and they’d be fine,” she murmured when he turned away.


  “If you say so,” Ophelia said from Diana’s left.


  “You guys were chummy this afternoon. What were you talking about?” Kraven asked.


  “Diana ran out of ferment weed and asked if we knew of any bunches growing in the wood,” Sebastian said.


  “You said no, right? Because there isn’t any growing this late in the season.” Kraven smiled nervously.


  Pratchett replied, “You mean that goopy blue stuff by the yellow-and-red flowers?”


  Diana beamed at Pratchett. “I didn’t know. Thank you for telling me. We can make another run tomorrow.”


  Sebastian shook his head at the idiot and continued eating his hopefully undrugged bowl of fish stew.


  When Demetrius’s head started to nod and jerk back up, Sebastian yawned and pretended that he felt sleepy too. He laid his head on his elbow and watched the others fall into slumber one by one. When their father’s snores filled the kitchen, Sebastian raised his head. Ophelia, Kevin, and Diana blinked, surveying the others as he had done, and leaped to their feet. Sebastian searched their father’s pockets for the map and patted down his sides for good measure. “It’s not on him.”


  Ophelia whispered, and a purple glow appeared around the outside door. “Mother won’t be able to get in, I think.” She wrinkled her nose. “At least it will delay her.”


  “Let’s not waste time.” Kevin led the way upstairs again.


  “Don’t touch the door!” Ophelia said as Kevin reached for the knob.


  “Did that bastard booby-trap it?” Kevin asked.


  “Yes.” Diana pushed past him and spread her hand over the wood. “A speechless spell amplified with a sliver of Nule bark hanging on the other side. That’s a problem. It’s going to take me time to deactivate it.”


  “Wonderful,” Sebastian said while pretending not to sense the protection spell. “He’s just as paranoid as we are.”


  “That bastard,” Diana growled and lowered her hands. “It’s from a damn tome. I need to get more supplies from my bag.” She stomped down the stairs.


  “Second thoughts?” Ophelia asked them.


  “I want to know what’s on that map more than ever,” Kevin said.


  They didn’t wait long for Diana to return, but hours passed while Diana fooled with the spells. Their sister looked over her shoulder at the stairs.


  “Those herbs last from five to seven hours. Why are you checking to see if anyone is up?” Sebastian asked.


  “Father might have a better immunity than the others.” Diana’s gaze moved to the stairs again.


  “How many times did you drug him?” Sebastian asked while looking over his own shoulder.


  Kevin leaned forward, his shadow blocking Ophelia’s magelight. “Did you ever drug us?”


  Sebastian kept his mouth shut because he wanted to hear the answer to the second question.


  “Noooo,” Diana said. “Stop blocking my light or we’ll be here all night.”


  “You’re ly—” Kevin cut off as the door creaked open.


  “Diana is a brat.” Ophelia smiled. “We can still talk.”


  “I never drugged you, Ophelia.”


  “Then I take it back.” She walked arm in arm into the room with Diana, leaving Sebastian and Kevin behind, shaking their heads.


  “I didn’t hear a denial about us,” Kevin groused.


  “I wasn’t expecting one.” Sebastian stepped into their parents’ room and opened whatever box or drawer the others hadn’t been through. “Does he throw anything away?” Sebastian muttered after finding a dried gremlin skin under a jewelry display. Scales flaked off in his fingers, and Sebastian rubbed his hand on his pants. “Ugh.”


  “Shut up. You’re not the one going through Mother’s undergarments,” Diana hissed.


  “I found it,” Ophelia said and dangled a velvet bag bound with gold thread from her fingers. Kevin reached for it, but Ophelia held it out of his reach. “We need a key.”


  “Shit!” Diana shouted. “Something just bit me.” She pointed her wand at the drawer, but Sebastian grabbed her hand.


  “It will be hard to pretend we were never here if you kill the creature protecting Mother’s things.”


  Diana yanked her hand free and kicked the drawer shut with her foot. “Fine. Ophelia, can you sense where the key is?”


  “It’s downstairs. I think Father has it.”


  “Great, so we’re supposed to go downstairs and search him when he’s likely to wake up any minute?” Kevin asked. “I’m calling it a night.”


  “Quit being a coward. Sebastian.” Diana turned to him.


  Sebastian sensed an inconvenient task headed his way and rushed for the door. A firm grip on his hair stopped him. “Ow, ow, ow, okay, I’ll go downstairs,” he said, and Kevin released him.


  “Kevin and I will help him,” Ophelia said.


  “Why both of us?” Kevin asked.


  “Because I’m doing most of the work,” Diana said.


  When they sneaked into the dining room, the rest of the Orwells were still facedown on the table or in their bowls. Sebastian adjusted Kraven’s head so he wouldn’t drown.


  Kevin went through their father’s pockets and came up empty. “Should we strip him?”


  “No!” Sebastian hissed, knowing who would end up with the dirty job. “Ophelia.”


  “I’m searching, I’m searching,” Ophelia said as she eyed their father from head to toe.


  “Ophelia, it does not take you that long, stop being nosy,” Diana ordered.


  “Fine, check under his tongue.”


  “Sebastian’s the youngest.” Kevin stepped away.


  “You can’t make all decisions based upon who is the youngest,” Sebastian said, now standing alone after his three siblings had moved back.


  “It’s worked out for years, and you’re a wanted man. Consider this your punishment,” Kevin said.


  “What if it’s spelled?”


  “It’s not,” Ophelia promised.


  Sebastian squared his shoulders, determined to get it over with as quickly as possible. He tilted their father’s head back and pressed his fingers against lips covered in drool. “I get to open the bag,” he said as he stuck his fingers under a slimy tongue and found a wet ball of thread. He pulled out his hand and held up the thread.


  “Deal.” Diana’s mouth twisted. “And I won’t bother you during my entire stay.”


  “There’s no curiosity in the world that would have tempted me to do what you just did,” Kevin said.


  “Hurry!” Ophelia gathered her skirts and ran for the stairs.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN HOOKED the thread through the bag’s string, and an opening appeared. He stuck his hand in the bag. It disappeared into darkness, and Sebastian had to sink his arm down farther. His nails tapped silver cups and candlesticks, silks, cut jewels, pearls, and then something that crinkled like paper. “Aha!” Sebastian pulled out a roll of parchment. They scooted to a desk, and Sebastian removed the ribbon binding it.


  “Show and tell, my little friend, the secrets of your master’s sin,” Diana said over the map, and a red line appeared from neighboring kingdom, Anerith, to Larnlyon’s capital city, Trellium.


  “Was he tracking the prince?” Kevin asked.


  “No,” Ophelia said. “He was tracking someone else. Someone who took the same path as the prince.” She pointed to parts of the red line that zigzagged from Silver Lake to the inn where the prince had been found.


  “Father knows who attacked Turren,” Sebastian said. “Ophelia, break the magic.”


  “What? We could find out more.”


  “Break it before whoever that is feels you,” Sebastian warned.


  “What are you—” Ophelia began but scrambled to bundle the map. “Damn, that was close. Diana, did you feel that?”


  “Yes. No wonder Father didn’t want us touching it. This troublemaker was powerful enough to latch on to Ophelia from that great a distance.” Diana turned to Sebastian. “How did you know when you have no magic?”


  “Father didn’t have the map out for long, so he must have been afraid of being caught. He wouldn’t care about us finding his secret.”


  “That is a good point,” Diana said. She placed her palm on Sebastian’s face and closed her eyes.


  “No magic, Diana, just guesswork. Maybe you should check Kevin.”


  “Knock it off, both of you, and let’s go downstairs before the others awaken.” Kevin shoved himself between them and into the hallway.


  Diana glared at Sebastian and followed Kevin.


  Sebastian held the bag open, and Ophelia dropped the map inside, ribbon newly tied. “You’re pushing your luck,” she said while returning the bag to its hiding place.


  Sebastian shrugged, and they closed the door behind them. Diana whispered over the door, reassembling the protection spell, and the four of them went to join their family in mock sleep.


  CHAPTER 3


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WOKE with his spoon clutched in his fingers. He looked up, and the rest of his family was groggily coming to their senses—including the three siblings involved in the scheme. I can’t even pretend to be surprised that she drugged all of us.


  Kevin swung his head in Diana’s direction but stopped midway. He instead turned to Kraven. “Did you wash your hands before handling our food?”


  “What?” A piece of onion fell off Kraven’s cheek.


  “The herbs you cut for our supper. Obviously you and Pratchett contaminated them,” Diana said.


  “We washed our hands several times, you—” Pratchett broke off and licked his lips.


  “You what?” Diana asked.


  “Father, we washed our hands,” Kraven said.


  “It was a simple mistake, Kraven, and we needed the rest.” Lord Orwell stood and stretched. “Your mother will be home soon. Clean the table and dishes. I’m off to bed.”


  Their father left the room, and Ophelia sighed. “He knows it wasn’t the boys.”


  “What have you been up to?” Demetrius asked.


  “None of your business,” Diana told him. She stared at the ceiling. “I bet he’s going upstairs to check his bag.”


  “What bag?” Kraven asked. “I knew I washed my hands!”


  “Shut up.” Kevin covered Kraven’s mouth.


  When the strangled noise died down, Kevin released him. He turned hurt eyes to Sebastian. “But I was nice to you.”


  “I said blame Pratchett, not Kraven,” Sebastian said to Kevin.


  Kevin shrugged. “They all look alike to me.”


  “I hope you all rot in a dragon’s pit.” Pratchett grabbed his dish and stomped into the kitchen.


   


   


  “DEMETRIUS, WHY are you smiling?” Sebastian found his brother in the sitting room, grinning with his legs propped on a stool.


  “Sorry, but you forgot your place and conspired with the enemy.” Demetrius closed his eyes and hummed.


  “Idiot,” Sebastian mumbled. He walked into the kitchen and found his mother looking at a picture of the monstrous cloaked man.


  “What an unbecoming picture. How did this happen?” Lady Orwell held up the wanted poster.


  “A villager’s vivid imagination?”


  “And this one?” Lady Orwell showed him the accurate picture.


  Sebastian raised his eyes to his mother’s equally peridot ones that gleamed with annoyance. He squeezed his hand into a fist and didn’t look away from the harsh gaze. “Father knows.” He watched her lips move as she chewed the inside of her mouth. “If you yell at me, Father will know and run away before you talk to him.” His mother’s eyes narrowed, but Sebastian knew it wasn’t enough. “And he knows who tried to assassinate the prince.”


  “Oh, fuck me.” Lady Orwell turned around and ran out of the kitchen.


  Sebastian stood, shocked because his mother rarely cursed. Seeing his chance for escape, he ran past his frowning brother. He banged on Ophelia’s door on the way to his own. When he burst into his room, Sebastian grabbed a pillow, yanked out the cushion, and hurried to his drawer. He stuffed the pillowcase with clothes and books. Ophelia stood at his door, blank eyes open in confusion. Sebastian squashed her in a hug. “I have to go. Father is going to tell Mother everything, and I love you.” He brushed past her, but she grabbed his arm.


  “Father put wards on the front and back doors this morning.”


  “Of course.” Sebastian hugged his sister again and went to his window. He unlatched it and sat his makeshift bag on the roof before climbing out. “Bye,” he said as he closed the window behind him. Halfway down the gutter, Sebastian’s boot stuck to the metal. “Son of a….” He pulled hard, but the house’s defenses had been activated. He clutched the gutter and lowered himself so his boot was at eye level. He braced himself with one hand and used the other to unlace it. Then, wrapping both arms around the gutter, he slipped his foot out. Finally free, Sebastian dropped to the ground and took off running.


   


   


  “HOW DID this happen, Sir Orwell?” the cobbler asked when Sebastian limped inside his shop.


  “A clumsy mishap I’m too embarrassed to tell you about, kind sir. Do you have any shoes my size?” Sebastian had stubbed his toes on several rocks and didn’t want more injuries.


  “You know, Sir Orwell, everyone’s feet are either too large or too small, but yours are perfect. I have a pair your size, don’t worry.” The cobbler went into the back of his shop, and Sebastian sighed, wishing the man had used another word to describe his feet.


   


   


  SOMEONE IS following me. Again, Sebastian rounded a bend and saw the same brown-clothed man out of the corner of his eye. As he passed Renan’s gates into the once-prosperous woodcrafting town, Sebastian clutched his dagger and ducked behind a bush. The cloaked figure looked both ways and continued down the path Sebastian had been traveling. Once the stranger was out of sight, Sebastian turned back toward the gates. He stuck to the outer stream of people and searched every few minutes for his shadow. At first Sebastian saw no sign, but the familiar brown cloak reappeared. Stupid Father just had to be right. If I’m killed, I will curse him and the prince.


  He didn’t want to attract the City Watch, so Sebastian dived into the crowds. He turned down streets and alleys, making his way to abandoned woodworking shops. Another right and Sebastian pressed his back into a doorway. He raised his hand, and a vine peeking under the paved stones grew. Stop him! Sebastian thought sharply, sending it into the road to wait for the stranger. Light footsteps moved closer, and the vine tripped his pursuer. Sebastian stepped out of his hiding place and wrapped his arm around the man’s neck, pressing his knife into the stranger’s throat. “Why are you following me?”


  “Why did you dump me in a tavern?”


  Sebastian lowered his knife and spun the man around. Standing in front of him with dripping black hair was Prince Turren. He hastily looked around and then shoved the prince away from him. “Sorry, Your Highness, I took you for a brigand. Have a good night.” Sebastian sheathed his knife and glanced down the alley for any witnesses. No one appeared and Sebastian sighed. This idiot hasn’t drawn attention to me yet. He turned to go, but Turren rushed in front of him.


  “Wait! I command you to wait! At least let me thank you.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Is His Highness ill?”


  “Excuse me? You are Sebastian Orwell.” Prince Turren reached out for Sebastian’s elbow and slipped from his grasp. “Your cloak is weirder than I remembered.”


  “As I said, you’re mistaken. I’ve heard of the Orwells, and you can find them in the king’s forest.” Sebastian bowed his head and feinted right, but Turren jumped in the way.


  “I could bring you to the City Watch and have them order you to remove your hood.”


  Fed up with Turren’s persistence, Sebastian shoved his palm into the royal’s nose. Prince Turren moved his head in time, but Sebastian now had enough room to flee. He sprinted out of the alley and kept running until Renan was just a shadow on the horizon.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN TOOK out his spyglass again and spotted the brown cloak. I could cry. I could genuinely fucking cry. False turns, unused hunting paths, and the prince was still on his trail. Sebastian gave up and built a small fire in the woods. He unwrapped a fish from spelled leaves that kept it fresh and skewered it for his supper. While it roasted, Sebastian dug in his bag for a plate and waited. Nothing stirred in the trees until only a skeleton remained of his dinner.


  Turren stood on the opposite side of the flames and licked his lips. “Would it be too much to—”


  “Yes,” Sebastian answered without looking at him.


  “I only wanted to know if you had more.” Prince Turren sat down on the grass across from Sebastian. “It should be okay for me to sit.”


  Sebastian pulled a blanket out of his bag. “It’s your inheritance.”


  “You don’t treat me like it is.”


  “You’ll get my false respect when your father dies and you become king.”


  Turren frowned. “Can we not talk about my father dying? That’s just bad luck.”


  “Of course you’re the superstitious kind,” Sebastian said. “I’m going to sleep. Stay on your side of the fire.”


  “Why did you save me?”


  “I didn’t.”


  Turren grunted disbelievingly.


  “Maybe your cloaked savior didn’t like the thought of someone innocent dying.”


  “Maybe he’s a kind person.”


  Sebastian snorted. “Go to sleep and don’t snore.”


   


   


  “WHAT DO you mean my son is gone?” King Harris demanded.


  “He snuck away, Your Majesty. He left a message saying he had to take care of a debt,” Lord Pasley said.


  “Captain Pembrost!” King Harris shouted.


  “Has also disappeared. When I told him about the prince, he grinned and said, ‘I’ll catch two rabbits.’”


  “He better know where Turren is headed. Send out a squad to track both of them.” King Harris shook his head. “How long can my son stay on his feet with poison in his system?”


  Lord Pasley shrugged. “A day or two comfortably if he doesn’t push himself.”


  King Harris sighed. “The odds of him not pushing himself are very low.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN GLANCED across the dead fire at an empty space. Maybe the stubborn prince has taken the hint. Soft snores behind his ear killed his hope. Sebastian rolled over and Turren slept peacefully, closer than where he had retired for the night. Sebastian drummed his fingers on his blanket. I wish you would stop putting me in awkward positions. Discarding his impulse to close the prince’s nostrils, Sebastian carefully stood and searched for his bag. He spotted it on Turren’s other side, its opening clutched in the frustrating man’s fingers. It would serve him right if I dumped my water skin on his face. Instead, Sebastian bent down and gently pulled on the pillowcase. Turren’s hand dragged across the dirt, and his fingers finally opened. Sebastian lifted up the bag, and then a throat cleared.


  “All you had to do was ask.”


  Sebastian frowned at the now-awake prince. “I shouldn’t have to ask for my things.”


  Turren stretched and yawned. “It was a precaution if you tried leaving before I woke up.”


  “How could I leave a charmer like you behind?” Sebastian snatched his bag and started walking.


  “Where are we going?”


  “I’m going to see my brother,” Sebastian said.


  “The eldest Orwell? It’s been years since I’ve seen him. He chased Pratchett and me for hours.” Turren smiled. “I was a brat then, but they were pleasant memories.”


  “You’re still a brat,” Sebastian said under his breath.


  “True, but I make better decisions.”


  Sebastian stopped and turned around. “You’re gallivanting after a man you haven’t seen since childhood. You travel with no guards after a recent assassination attempt. Explain to me how you are not making bad decisions.”


  Turren straightened his shoulders. “My goal when I arrived home was to seek you out. I have now been in your company for a day. I’m approaching my goals quicker than expected, so I’m quite happy with my decisions.”


  Sebastian crossed his arms. “What goals?”


  “It’s in my best interest not to reveal them yet,” the prince said.


  “How powerful is your magic?”


  Turren blinked. “That was a quick change of subject.”


  “Your attackers probably caught you off guard, but you’re aware of the danger now and can protect yourself better than before, correct?” Sebastian asked.


  “I will not be easy prey again. I still don’t understand what point you’re making.”


  “There was no point.” Sebastian faced the road again and began walking briskly.


  Turren grabbed Sebastian’s shoulder. “What are you up to?”


  Sebastian glared at the hand that shouldn’t be latching on to him. “I see. You take after your mother.” He brushed it off and continued walking. “You have your motives, and I have mine.”


   


   


  CAPTAIN, YOU’RE testing my cousin’s patience.


  Captain Pembrost held his amulet while drinking with his other hand. I’m on the prince’s trail. From the looks of it, he’s fine and traveling in the company of another man, he thought to the wizard.


  You think it’s our cloaked rescuer, the court wizard sent back.


  I don’t believe he’s guilty of the attack, but he probably knows something. Why else would he run?


  Your vagueness makes me want to curse you.


  I’m sorry, Frederick, but the man I suspect is the son of an irritating lord. I need solid proof before I make any accusations. Give my regards to our king and don’t contact me for a while. Captain Pembrost released his amulet and glanced at the group of trackers pretending to be wheat merchants. And if I can’t catch the rescuer, maybe I can catch the assassins trying for another shot.


   


   


  LORD PASLEY sighed as his cousin glared at him. “He’s on Turren’s trail, and he has a plan.”


  King Harris leaned back and massaged his temples. “Why can’t the people closest to me act like they obey my orders?”


  Lord Pasley cleared his throat.


  “Fine, you’re obedient, but that’s only because you don’t have my job.”


  Lord Pasley shrugged. “I admit that not being the heir makes me far more cooperative than your average wizard.”


  “Bastard, you’re supposed to deny it and say you’re my loyal servant.” King Harris sighed. “None of you do what you’re supposed to.”


  “Queen Anne?”


  “She broke off contact hours ago. I have no idea where she is.”


  Lord Pasley frowned. “I wonder if she thought the same thing as Pembrost.”


  “Which would be nice if either one of them decided to share their thoughts with me!” King Harris slammed his fist on his armrest. “Where is the squad you sent after Pembrost?”


  “Close enough to know he’s outside of Bruwen, but far enough away that they won’t lose sight of the captain. I think.”


  King Harris waved him away.


  CHAPTER 4


   


   


  SEBASTIAN CALCULATED the distance to the nearest City Watch post and wondered how close he could abandon the prince next to it. He remembered the prince’s wounds and knew he had little energy from multiple healings. If my timing is just right, Turren would have to give up following me right at the City Watch’s building. Happy with his new plan, Sebastian glanced back at the eager puppy huffing along behind him.


  Turren smiled. “You don’t have to worry about me, I’m fine,” he claimed with sweat dripping from his brow.


  “Whatever you say, Your Highness.” Sebastian shook his head and walked faster.


   


   


  “I’M FEELING a bit… tired,” Turren huffed out an hour later. “Do you mind if we rest for a while?”


  “You’re slowing me down,” Sebastian said, but he stopped. His drop-off destination was still three miles away. “I have more fish. Do you want one?”


  Turren grinned. “Yes, please. I didn’t pack much because I needed to catch up to you.”


  “This could all be solved by you going back home.” Sebastian rummaged through his bag and sat down.


  “I needed a chance to give you my present.”


  Sebastian frowned. “What present?”


  Turren collapsed next to him. “An item I picked up in Anerith.”


  “Please tell me you didn’t scavenge valuables from that war-torn country.”


  “Heh,” the prince muttered. “I knew your opinion of me was low the last time we met, but have faith that I grew into a decent man.”


  “You were friends with Pratchett, so I wrote you off as a lost cause.”


  “You were a large influence too.”


  “I doubt that. Are you going to tell me what you have, or will you keep dancing around the issue?”


  Turren sighed. “I hoped to make this memorable.”


  Sebastian sighed. “Go on, blow me away.”


  Turren reached into his satchel and pulled out a rectangular object wrapped in brown cloth.


  Sebastian couldn’t help himself and scooted closer.


  Turren held out the gift to Sebastian. “You do the honors.”


  Sebastian meant to mock the man, but there could only be a book under the cloth, and he couldn’t hide his enthusiasm. He grabbed the package. “It can’t be anything too rare,” he said as he unwrapped it, revealing gold letters embroidered on red leather. It was barely worn and in better condition than his old book. “I’m not sure how I feel about this much of the people’s gold being spent on presents.”


  Turren laughed. “I appreciate your fiscal concern, but it was a gift.”


  “A gift worth a small fortune? What did you do to earn it?” Sebastian asked, but he didn’t return the book.


  “I told an old woman about you and what I had done. She said that I couldn’t give you back your memories, but I could give you hers. She went through great lengths to hide it during the purge, and she had no children to appreciate it.”


  “I’ll give you some credit. Not many are willing to talk of their misdeeds when they truly understand the callousness of their actions.” Sebastian laughed. “I don’t know if you’ve grown into a bigger fool or a clever man.”


  “Fools don’t give out books.”


  “I still wouldn’t call you a clever man, but I should stop underestimating you.”


  “Honestly, I hope you don’t. Catching you by surprise might be the only chance I’ve got,” Turren said as he leaned forward. His head slid off Sebastian’s shoulder, and he fell on the ground.


  Sebastian poked Turren’s back. “I show you a little kindness and you push your luck. Get up.” Turren didn’t move, and Sebastian glared at the unwanted baggage. “Am I supposed to check on you? If you think a ruse will force me to touch you, you’re wrong.” Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Fine, I’ll play along, but you’re going to owe me coin for this.” Still no answer. Sebastian turned Turren over, and saw sweat glistening on his face. “Turren?” He touched the prince’s forehead and it burned. Far hotter than just being tired from a long trek after injury. “What is this? Turren?” Sebastian shook him back to his senses.


  Turren grinned weakly. “Frederick was unable to remove all the poison.”


  “Poison?” Sebastian whispered. “You idiot! Why wouldn’t you mention such an important detail?”


  “I knew you were trying to leave me behind. I didn’t want you to have a reason to do it sooner.” Turren’s eyes closed and they didn’t reopen.


  Sebastian placed his hands on Turren’s chest and sensed for the poison going through his body. Where his hands touched skin, something dark within Turren pulled at Sebastian’s magic, and Sebastian jerked back. “You had to pick up something particularly nasty.” He mentally inventoried Harold’s supplies and failed to think of anything to combat the poison. If Lord Pasley was treating the prince, then the only cure is probably at the castle. Sebastian closed his eyes. Dammit! “If I had known that you planned on committing suicide by stubbornness, I would have left you to die.”


   


   


  LUCKILY, THE prince had enough money in his pockets to pay for a horse. Sebastian couldn’t carry the heavy bastard, and Turren wouldn’t survive if he was left alone. The curse in Turren’s blood had drained his strength, so Sebastian transferred some of his energy to him. Gods know what the castle guards are going to do to me. I’m the man who found the prince hurt, twice. The cloak covering the prince from head to toe gave him peace along the journey. No one to call me murderer until I reach the capital. Rain came down in sheets, making his situation worse. Sebastian gritted his teeth. I don’t know what I did to anger the Gods, but I wish someone else would earn their ire.


  They rode past Trellium’s gates, and Sebastian couldn’t think of a way to drop the prince off without anyone seeing him. Turren’s condition made another tavern out of the question. As he got closer to the castle, Sebastian drew many stares from merchants who flooded the city during the day. He bypassed the line of visitors and rode up to the guards. They held up their hands to stop him, and one of them walked toward Sebastian.


  “It doesn’t matter how important you think you are, you need to get in line like everyone else,” the guard said.


  “I would rather not be here, but your prince is having a bit of an emergency.” Sebastian pointed his thumb at the man sleeping on his back. The guard frowned and used his pike to lift up the prince’s hood. Several people gasped as Turren’s handsome face was revealed, and then Sebastian was surrounded. The city gates slammed shut, and guards pulled Sebastian off his horse. Under the aim of several crossbows, Sebastian remained still. “I’m not sure if he remembers me, but please inform Captain Pembrost that my name is Sebastian Orwell.”


  “If you say so, boy, but if he doesn’t, you’ll be in trouble,” said a guard who seized Sebastian’s right arm. His hand slid away, and he drew his sword. “Drop the ward.”


  “It’s not a ward, it’s my cloak, and no, I won’t take it off.”


  “A grown man and you’re as troublesome as ever. Hello, Sebastian.” Captain Pembrost stood at the top of the steps in full armor and hurried to Sebastian’s side. “Let him go.” The captain held out his hand, and Sebastian clasped it. “What happened?”


  “He came looking for me even though his wounds weren’t healed yet. I did not seek him out,” Sebastian swore.


  “Unfortunately, I believe you,” the captain said. “Hm,” he muttered.


  “What?”


  Captain Pembrost placed his hand over Turren’s stomach. “The prince has received more healing. Did you stop by a mender before coming here?”


  “No,” Sebastian said. “That is exactly how I found him.”


  A man pushed them aside, and Sebastian recognized the court wizard’s robes. Lord Pasley swatted at Pembrost’s hands and touched the prince’s wounds. “Captain Pembrost’s assessment is correct. What is your name, boy?”


  “Sebastian Orwell, and I have no magic.”


  “He’s my other rabbit,” Captain Pembrost said.


  Lord Pasley frowned. “Orwell?”


  Uniformed men and women streamed out of the castle, and in their midst, taller and broader than his son, was King Harris. Shit. “I should go, Captain. Lord Bast is expecting me.”


  “Harold will respect your reason for delay,” the king said. He turned to the captain. “Hold him until Turren wakes and tells his story.” King Harris lifted his son off the horse, and Pasley helped him carry the prince to the infirmary, leaving Sebastian alone with the captain and a group of guards.


  “I should have minded my own business,” Sebastian said.


  Captain Pembrost shrugged. “Doing the right thing does have its own consequences, but you’re in this mess because of the tavern incident. You and I need to chat.”


  “I only found the prince and brought him here as my duty,” Sebastian said.


  “Uh-huh,” Captain Pembrost said. “I’ll put you in the barracks tonight. You’ll be surrounded by guards without being a prisoner. You’ll also be protected from anyone who thinks you’re involved with the prince’s bad health.”


  “Save a man’s life and then face accusations of a conspiracy. I should have stayed home. When your prince wakes up, thank him for putting me in this situation.”


  Captain Pembrost smiled. “Only your deceit is responsible for this,” he whispered so the other guards couldn’t hear him.


  CHAPTER 5


   


   


  SEBASTIAN’S EYES drowsily opened to bunk beds and cabinets lining the walls from floor to ceiling. Steaming foods, looking more appetizing than military rations, sat on a nearby table. There had been nothing but interviews since the guards forced Sebastian into the castle. Sometimes the king watched, and Pembrost asked questions until night turned to morning. Sebastian smiled. Despite their efforts, his tongue didn’t slip from his original story. He quickly ate the biscuits and sausage so he could have energy for an escape. There were guards posted at his door, but the ones from last night weren’t mages. He opened his door to see if his bad luck still held, but the guards were gone. Sleeping Beauty has finally awakened. Looking both ways, Sebastian stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. He turned around, and Captain Pembrost stood with his arms crossed.


  “A latrine break?” the captain asked.


  “Where else would I be going?”


  “With me to see the prince.”


  “Awake one morning and already making unnecessary demands. What’s in it for me?”


  “We forget the tavern incident and call it a simple misunderstanding.”


  “Which means I’ll be paid for saving the prince’s life twice?”


  “Maybe.”


  Sebastian mirrored the captain’s crossed arms. “Maybes are for weather forecasters and con men.”


  “An expert on the latter, are we?”


  “Insulting me increases my price,” Sebastian said.


  “Fine! You’ll be rewarded for saving the prince twice, but you have to be civil,” Captain Pembrost bargained.


  “That depends on you returning my book.” Sebastian thrust his hand out and waited.


  Captain Pembrost smiled. “I accidentally left it in the prince’s room.”


  Bastard. Sebastian waved his hand at Captain Pembrost. “Go on, lead the way to the eager puppy.”


  “And no calling him names,” Captain Pembrost said before turning on his heel and leading Sebastian to the pain in the ass who was responsible for ruining his peaceful week.


   


   


  A LONG bandage was wrapped around Turren’s bare midsection, but he still managed to smile. Sebastian rolled his eyes. No names, but I am tempted. Silence became uncomfortable in the room when neither man would speak first. The king drew in breath to break it, but Prince Turren cleared his throat. “You keep seeing me at my worst, Sebastian. Thank you for saving my life.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “Your death would have been inconvenient, to the country and definitely to my family if you died in my company.”


  King Harris sputtered, but Prince Turren laughed so hard he doubled over in pain. He sank back against the pillows and smiled at Sebastian weakly. “It amazes me how nothing intimidates you. I never did ask how your family is doing.”


  “Far more prosperous than they think or deserve,” Sebastian said.


  The prince yawned and shook his head.


  “Sleep now, son. Frederick can continue his work once you’ve built up more strength,” the king advised him.


  “I can stay up longer. I enjoy speaking with Sebastian,” Turren said, but another yawn wedged his mouth open.


  “Enough. Rest. Sebastian will be here when you wake again,” King Harris promised and gave Sebastian a stern look. The prince’s eyelids drifted down while Sebastian quietly stood by the door. After Turren’s breathing evened out, the king turned around and motioned for them to follow him. King Harris walked down the hall until they were out of Turren’s hearing. “Did you drop my son off in a tavern?”


  Sebastian crossed his arms and studied the two older men. “Yes, and that’s because I knew this situation would happen.”


  “Whoever harmed my son could have attacked him again due to your recklessness!” King Harris whispered fiercely.


  “In an establishment run by former City Watch? He was as safe as with your castle guards.”


  “Did you see the prince’s attackers?” Captain Pembrost asked.


  “No, only the prince came through the woods on our property.”


  “Are we supposed to take your word now after you lied for so long?”


  “Twice I saved his life when ignoring him would have been more sensible, and twice I’ve returned your princeling with all his coin intact except for needed expenses. I’m not a knight, but I do have integrity,” Sebastian said.


  “If you were like your siblings, I would have more faith in my ability to ascertain how much truth you’re speaking, but there is something of your father in you.” King Harris shook his head. “I almost envy his ability to twist the truth.”


  Sebastian stiffened at the insult even though he was lying. “Other than a sliver of intelligence, we have nothing in common.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that since he’s on his way. Your father sent word that your family will arrive tomorrow morning. It’s my duty to ensure that the subject responsible for saving my son’s life makes it home safely. Turren was ambushed and has no idea who the men were that attacked him. It would put us both at ease if you accepted our hospitality and left in greater numbers with your family.”


  “And if I don’t accept?” Sebastian heard Captain Pembrost groan behind him but didn’t back down.


  “Then I assume that such a rational young man making a hasty decision is too tired to travel or encountered the same poison as my son. I must have my cousin attend you at once.” King Harris pushed Sebastian back with a beefy hand, and Sebastian fell against Lord Pasley, who had quietly snuck up behind him.


  “That is unnecessary, Your Majesty. The prince is still wounded, and Lord Pasley should stay by his side,” Sebastian insisted, wishing he could strike the court wizard without reprimand.


  “He’s too weak to handle more healing tonight, as both of us know, and we should talk.” Pasley grabbed Sebastian’s wrist and dragged him away from the smirking King Harris and Captain Pembrost’s shaking head. Sebastian caught the captain muttering “Too much pride,” and concentrated on staying on his feet while being pulled against his will.


  “What about my book?”


  “After I question you.”


   


   


  I HOPE you’re finally tired. For hours, Sebastian had been stuck in Frederick’s study while spells were cast at the illusion on his cloak.


  Lord Pasley threw up his hands and cursed. “For a family without much magic, you have in your possession one of the strongest enchanted items I have ever seen. Are you a hunchback that you go to such extremes of hiding your face? And your gloves are enchanted too!”


  “Perhaps I should have mentioned that both items were gifts from my sister, Ophelia.” Sebastian watched Lord Pasley’s hazel eyes narrow and smiled beneath his hood. “Did I forget to tell you?” he asked innocently.


  “The prince’s wound didn’t heal itself. Your sister made your clothing, but the healing was your magic!”


  “Maybe, or the prince could have performed magic while I wasn’t looking.”


  “Why do you hide your power?”


  Because my siblings are asses who would bug me for spells every second. “Why does it matter to you? The prince is safe, and I will have no further business with you when I leave. Besides, it’s costing you every hour I’m in your custody.” Sebastian folded his hands over his lap.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, my father insists that I need to be a better son, and nothing short of two purses of gold as a reward would satisfy him.” Lord Pasley’s eyes widened in shock. “I, of course, find payment for my actions mercenary and intend to talk my father out of being too greedy, but perhaps I should demand three purses instead. My father is dependable to exaggerate my good deeds to the point that I defended the prince from a hundred bandits, and I find my confinement annoying.”


  “You’re too young to be so cranky.” Lord Pasley crossed his arms. “What about Prince Turren? He’s worried rightly that you’ll be gone when he awakes, and as you said, the country relies on his health.”


  “The best compromise I can offer is that I will visit the prince before I leave. If he’s awake, I’ll speak with the stubborn ass.” Sebastian held up his hand to forestall the wizard from defending his prince. “And on the condition that you will not discuss ridiculous stories about me having magic with my family.”


  Lord Pasley’s bushy brows arched out of their V of anger and reached up into his sandy-brown hair in speculation. “I’ll see what the king has to say. But I want your word that you will not try to leave without permission.”


  “It’s yours… until it grows too late for my liking.”


  Lord Pasley shook his head in the same manner as Captain Pembrost and muttered, “I pity my cousin,” and shut the door behind him.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


   


   


  “I CAN’T believe you and Anne caught up with them but didn’t interfere,” King Harris said. “What if he hadn’t brought Turren to safety?”


  “Her Majesty felt confident that Turren knew what he was doing, and it gave us the chance to double back and catch a pair of the prince’s pursuers,” Captain Pembrost said.


  “Are either of them talking yet?” the king asked.


  “So far, they know very little,” Frederick spoke up. “Anne got the mercenaries talking, but she thinks we’ll find out more from who hired them. She’s sniffing around where they picked up the job. Turren seems happy about the outcome.”


  The king sighed. “You could have told me Turren has romantic designs on Sebastian. I don’t see this pursuit working out in his favor.”


  “Whether or not he succeeds, it’ll be a learning experience for him either way.”


  “I have no idea what to make of Sebastian. What did you learn from seeing the boy?” King Harris asked him.


  “He’s a strange one. I’ve heard no mention of anyone besides Ophelia and Diana possessing magic among the Orwell children,” Frederick said. “That’s part of the deal too. We let him leave on his terms and keep quiet about his powers.”


  “I still haven’t seen him without the hood,” King Harris said in exasperation. “What’s your opinion, Pembrost? He asked for you when he rode up to the gates.”


  Pembrost shrugged. “He’s cranky, secretive, and arrogant. Honest to a fault when it suits him, and has little patience. Damn good in a fight, loyal to his family but doesn’t bring himself down to their level. He is the main caregiver to his blind sister, Ophelia, and has eyes the color of peridot.” King Harris and Frederick stared at him in astonishment. “I’ve kept an eye on the boy because the prince’s interest never waned.”


  Two pairs of eyebrows were still raised. “Have you seen his face?” King Harris asked.


  “No, the part about peridot eyes is what the prince kept going on about after Sebastian hit him. I don’t think the cloaks held as strong enchantments then as they do today, so the prince was able to sneak a peek.”


  “He hit Turren?” Frederick asked, incredulous.


  “Against my better judgment, I allowed him to hang around Lord Orwell’s children. They were bullies, and Turren was no better. He made an unwise decision of joining them in making cruel sport of Sebastian,” King Harris explained.


  “He was always reading by himself, and the children thought he was an easy target. Sebastian showed them that it’s never a good idea to disturb the quiet ones,” Captain Pembrost added.


  “Who falls in love after being thrashed?” Frederick asked.


  “I suspect the prince fell for him before that mess, but Sebastian made a bigger impact by making him feel shame for the first time,” the captain explained. “It’s not that unreasonable.”


  “But Sebastian doesn’t return the prince’s feelings, so why are you intent on pushing him to see Turren?” Frederick asked.


  “Because the prince didn’t have a chance as a boy, and I have faith in the man he’s become,” Captain Pembrost said proudly.


  “Harris, how do you feel about Turren succeeding?”


  “Despite my power, I have no authority in who my son loves. I wish he’d chosen an easier goal, but I like Sebastian’s backbone.”


  Frederick threw his arms in the air. “You’re both crazy.”


   


   


  “YOU’RE LEAVING?” Damn, I sound too pleading. Prince Turren lounged on his pillows in the low candlelight and tried to look relaxed.


  “Yes.”


  The raspy voice still sent tremors down Turren’s back, but the deeper tone it had grown into sent tremors lower.


  “You should be sleeping. There was no reason for you to see me.”


  There’s every reason in the world to see you. “So you say,” he said.


  Sebastian stepped closer to the bed. “Why do you want me here?”


  Sex is a bad answer and not realistic in my state. “What price do I have to pay in order to see your face?” Turren asked instead.


  “I haven’t decided yet, on the price or who should pay it. You’re an odd man to be attracted to someone whose face you haven’t seen,” Sebastian said.


  Turren’s cheeks turned red. “That’s not fair. I haven’t made the proper overtures yet.”


  “I wasn’t trying to be fair.”


  “If I prove myself to you, do you agree to let me see your face?” Turren asked.


  “We’ve spoken about impossible promises before, Your Highness.”


  “Do you agree or not, Sir Orwell?”


  “No.” Sebastian stood over him, unrelenting as ever.


  Turren sighed. “Not even as a request from an injured man?”


  Sebastian shook his head.


  “You never told me what you thought of the present, or maybe I can’t remember.”


  Sebastian carefully removed the expensive book from his cloak. “Thank you for giving me what you already owed. Our kingdom might not be doomed after all.”


  “If I manage to find the right husband, I’m sure I’ll do well as a ruler,” Turren whispered as he reached for Sebastian’s hands. He felt Sebastian’s muscles go taut because his fingers did not slide off, so he stroked them until they relaxed. “I won’t force the issue no matter what you think of me,” he promised.


  “My opinion of you was never that low.” Sebastian didn’t move his hands. “I really have no idea what you see in me. Teaching you common sense once in your childhood should not have left such a great impression. I am not a pleasant person.”


  “Harold Bast, one of the wizards who was considered for the court appointment, calls you his friend. Do you think I should disregard his opinion of you too? You have little tact, but you do the right thing when it counts. That’s all that I ask of most men,” Turren said.


  “Too bad you’re asking more from me.”


  “Isn’t it normal to have higher expectations of abnormal men?”


  Sebastian picked up the glass of water from Turren’s meal tray. “I’m offended to hear you throw around that word,” Sebastian said before he took a drink. “You follow me around like a puppy, and I’m supposed to be the strange one.”


  Turren stared. “The cup disappears into your hood.”


  “My sister does not do shoddy work.”


  As the cup disappeared into the hood again, Turren wondered if everything going into it had that effect. Turren swallowed hard and bent over in a coughing fit, clutching his stomach in pain. Sebastian frowned but poured another glass for him.


  “What brought that on?” Sebastian asked.


  “Nothing,” Turren said before he gulped down the water quickly.


  “Maybe I shouldn’t be here.”


  “I’m fine. I just need to watch my thoughts while I’m still healing.”


  “What thoughts?”


  “Nothing that would interest you,” Turren said.


  “As mouthy as you’ve been, you’re suddenly playing coy.”


  Turren put the cup back. “I’m being prudent.”


  Sebastian eyed him suspiciously and frowned at the bulge Turren was trying to hide under the sheets. “Funny, I have a feeling that your thoughts might interest me a great bit. By what pleasure god could you have that reaction in your condition?” Sebastian asked as he pointed at Turren’s crotch.


  Turren glared at him. “Since you won’t respect my dignity, I shall tell you exactly what my mind pictured. I thought it would be very interesting to watch my cock disappear down your throat while lovemaking.”


  “How do you plan on making that fantasy come true?” Sebastian asked.


  “Hard work and determination.”


  “And this for the son of a dishonored lord? You plan on wooing me?”


  “Yes and yes,” Turren said. “I will find out what curse maligns your body, and I will free you from it no matter how far I must travel to cure you. That is the only way I can earn your love and show how much you mean to me.”


  Sebastian laughed. “You think your love can change my face and give me a life without these cloaks? I’m sorry to inform you, Your Highness, but you are an arrogant little shit. There is no remedy for my face, and I will always look like this regardless of your tries to free me from whatever horrific visage you’ve imagined. Knowing that, do you honestly think when I remove my hood that you could still be happy with me?”


  Turren stared at Sebastian thoughtfully. “If you trusted me to see under your hood, I would be the happiest man alive. If you trusted me that much, then that means you return my feelings.” He smiled sheepishly. “No matter how little you think of them.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN LOOKED at the prince and wished they had seen each other over the years. He could have watched the prince’s progress and not been blindsided by the fool’s confession. It was easier for Sebastian to reject the familiar well-wishers who hoped he could live uncovered one day. But the prince was a stranger who had no damn right making Sebastian wish for things he couldn’t have. Sebastian’s intention had been to fairly let the prince down without any ambiguity, but after Turren’s ramblings, Sebastian thought, I am going to torment him. Turren had faced downward as he mumbled about his feelings, and Sebastian bent slowly so he wouldn’t notice. Tilting his head so he could catch the prince’s lips unaware, Sebastian kissed him briefly.


  Turren blinked as he touched his lips. He looked at his fingers and then looked at Sebastian. “Did… you?” He sat up straighter. “No, that’s not fair!”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I wasn’t prepared. Kiss me again!”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. If Turren wants more suffering, then who am I to deny His Highness? “Only one more,” he said as he bent again and allowed his lips to linger on wet skin that had been moistened by Turren’s tongue. Turren’s hand stayed on the bed, but he licked at Sebastian’s lips as the kiss continued. Sebastian was inexperienced, but he knew what the prince was requesting. Rolling his eyes again, Sebastian opened his mouth and permitted entry. A very warm tongue touched Sebastian’s front teeth and then went inside his mouth. It was startling to feel someone else’s flesh like that, but Turren wasn’t forceful and Sebastian relaxed. Turren’s tongue went deeper into his mouth, and after tasting as much as possible, it concentrated on Sebastian’s tongue until Sebastian responded. Sebastian pulled back so he could breathe, and Turren obediently released him. There was drool on both their mouths, and Sebastian licked his lips.


  Turren gulped. “Does this mean that you are going to take my declaration of courtship seriously?”


  Sebastian stared at the hopeful face that was mixed with a little pride. He must suspect it was my first real kiss. That only makes it easier to crush him. Sebastian smiled and said, “No.”


  A knock sounded on the door before Turren could respond, and Captain Pembrost peeked his head in. “Frederick says don’t tire yourself out, Your Highness.”


  Turren helplessly watched Sebastian walk to the door.


  “I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain, so I can leave now, correct?” Sebastian asked Captain Pembrost.


  “Yes, but a group of soldiers will escort you home. What will I tell your parents when they arrive and find out their son already left?”


  “After saving the wounded prince, I decided to meditate on the thesis of life and death in balance to the world. I’ll be traveling to find enlightenment or as long as it takes for Father to calm down because I wouldn’t shake you down for three purses.” Sebastian waved his hands in the air like one of the intellectuals his father filled their house with when he wanted to waste money. “But if you catch Ophelia alone, tell her I’m purchasing a book from Bruwen, which I will pay for with one of the purses I expect delivered in my hands.”


  “An admirable use of one’s time, Sir Orwell. I’m sorry that I can’t accompany you on your journey,” Prince Turren said regretfully.


  “I don’t want to get too close to death, so your absence is in my best interest. Good night, Your Highness.” Sebastian bowed slightly because Captain Pembrost was present.


  Prince Turren’s handsome face wrinkled with concern. “Are you positive you can’t wait until your family arrives?”


  “I have a few stops that were put on hold when I saved you. I need to get back on the road.”


  “Will you visit me when you find a chance?”


  “I’ll think about it.” Sebastian turned his back on Turren and walked toward Captain Pembrost who held the door open for him.


  “Good night, Sebastian,” Turren whispered, and Sebastian closed the door.


  Sebastian looked at Captain Pembrost’s frown. “I didn’t say no.”


  “Barely. I’ll take you to grab your things if you still mean to leave tonight.”


  “My mind hasn’t changed, and I expect the king to keep his word about the terms of our agreement,” Sebastian said.


  “Is that all, Sir Orwell?”


  “No. I don’t know why you insist on an escort. Whoever it was only wanted the prince dead, and they were long gone when I found him.”


  “Just the same, I like to protect the king’s future assets.” Captain Pembrost smirked.


  “What do you mean by future asset?” Sebastian asked when they reached the barracks and he gathered his belongings. “Just because Prince Turren has feelings for me does not mean I will marry him.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  Sebastian turned in Captain Pembrost’s direction and stared.


  Captain Pembrost shrugged. “Okay, I hinted at it, but you can’t blame me for trying to help my prince. He could do a lot worse.”


  CHAPTER 6


   


   


  “ARE YOU a lord?” Lieutenant Adams questioned for the third time.


  Captain Pembrost has an unpleasant sense of humor. The guard who had confronted Sebastian at the castle led his unwanted escort of six. “No.”


  “You’re important but not that important, or else he would have sent a different lieutenant with you. I think he’s punishing us both. So you annoy him, but he likes you. You’re a weird man, Sir Orwell.”


  Sebastian shrugged.


  “You were more talkative at the castle. Sure, I wanted to shoot you because of it, but that was when I thought you attacked our prince. I only harm a man if I think he’s a killer or a traitor. You’re neither, so go on and talk,” Lieutenant Adams encouraged.


  If I didn’t cherish my life, I would have drugged those damn rolls with sleeping powder so I could ride in peace, Sebastian thought. Even the sound of six pairs of hooves trotting in step with his horse grated on his nerves.


  “Permission to speak, Lieutenant,” a female soldier spoke up behind Sebastian.


  “Permission granted,” Adams said.


  “Since you’re not from around here, sir, you probably haven’t heard of the Orwell family. They’re a bunch of charlatans who pretend to be wizards and can only be married off to monstrous sorts.”


  Sebastian stayed silent because it was mostly true. Troll, incubus, undine. There weren’t many creatures left that his siblings hadn’t married into thanks to his mother’s fey blood. It was either a powerful wizard with an extended life or other mixed humans the Orwell children could marry so they wouldn’t outlive their spouses by centuries.


  “You’re a strange fella, Sir Orwell. Many men would be up in arms at such an insult, but you don’t bat an eye… I think.” Lieutenant Adams squinted at Sebastian’s cloaked body.


  Sebastian shrugged again. “My family can defend themselves.”


  “What about your cloak?” Lieutenant Adams pointed at it. “There’s a lot of magic in that thing.”


  “I purchased it from a fortune-teller.”


  “Are you lying?” Adams asked.


  “Probably,” Sebastian said, and Adams gave up on speaking to him. They reached Bruwen before first light, and Harold’s plush couch called to him. Sebastian glanced at the soldiers. Finding a place to sleep is their problem.


  Lieutenant Adams held the lead until little roads began meandering from the main one. “Which way, young sir?”


  “After we pass three more roads on the left, we’ll take the right one directly after them.”


  “Who are you going to see? Why not leave in the morning?” Lieutenant Adams asked, talkative again now that Sebastian had confirmed their destination was close.


  “A bookseller,” Sebastian said.


  Lieutenant Adams looked back in annoyance. “Can’t you ever give a proper answer to anything?”


  “No.” Sebastian smiled under his hood as the lieutenant groaned.


  Most of the shops were dark, and only a few street lamps glowed so late at night. But even without light, Sebastian still recognized the sign with a pen carved out of one of its corners. “There’s a stable behind it where we can tether our horses,” he announced while riding off the path. The soldiers followed him to the well-maintained barn that always had feed and water stocked. “The king pays for these supplies, so don’t be shy.”


  They walked to the front, and Sebastian knocked on the door. Several moments passed and no one came. Sebastian sighed. I could use my magic without banging on the door if I was by myself. Or maybe I can do a little something. He pictured the plant sitting on Harold’s desk and imagined it growing a vine to tweak the man’s nose. A startled yelp could be heard from inside the house, and Adams leaned closer.


  The door opened and illuminated Harold standing with his glasses dangling off his face. “It’s too darn late. I had an inkwell next to my hand and almost spilled it in my sleep,” he complained while stepping away from the door so the soldiers could stream inside.


  Despite the late hour, Harold Bast was fully dressed. A short tan vest over a brown button-down shirt tucked into darker pants, and he looked ready to open. Sebastian couldn’t blame him. The wizard was often visited by important guests during all times of the day. It amazed him how a man with actual power never let it go to his head. Harold hugged Sebastian tightly. “I expected you days ago, but Frederick told me about your troubles. I’m starting to think you enjoy being a hero.”


  “His death would have been inconvenient.” Sebastian ignored the snort of anger from Lieutenant Adams as he and the other soldiers walked through stacks of books littering the entryway. They walked into the shop where shelves reached from floor to ceiling, and Sebastian couldn’t blame the soldiers for straining their necks to gawk at them.


  Harold straightened his shoulders with pride. “I do have quite a few, don’t I? And yes, while you may have reason to hold no feelings of goodwill for Prince Turren, I appreciate you saving his life. This country is peaceful, and an upheaval in succession leads to war.”


  “I may feel a little goodwill toward him now.” Sebastian fingered his side where the book took up residence in his cloak pocket.


  “Care to elaborate?”


  “He gave me more than gold after I saved his life.” Sebastian reached inside his cloak and handed the treasure to one of the few men who understood its value.


  Harold inhaled deeply while the soldiers hovered nearby. “A first edition.” His eyes narrowed as he took in the military escort.


  “They’re here as an unnecessary precaution. I didn’t mean to distract you, but do you have it?”


  “In my desk upstairs,” Harold said as he handed the book back and led the procession to his home. Unlike the dimly lit downstairs, the living quarters were bright with yellow magelight hanging in every corner. “I wasn’t sleeping long when you arrived.”


  “He’s not just some damn bookseller. He’s the one who passed over the job of court wizard,” Adams hissed as Harold led them into a hallway that ended in a staircase leading up.


  “Is he?” Sebastian asked. “I thought he was just a kooky wizard with too much free time.”


  “There isn’t a chance in hell you actually thought that!”


  “Please don’t hold it against him. Sebastian is fond of understating facts,” Harold said as they entered his office. He walked behind his desk, pulled out a drawer, and withdrew a blue leather book with gold-leafed pages.


  Sebastian held out the coin they had discussed by mirror, and Harold closed his hand over it.


  “I’m tempted to ask how much coin will persuade you to part with the book under your cloak.” Harold stroked his stubbled chin. “Gentlemen and ladies, I appreciate you looking out for my friend, but may we have time alone?” he asked the soldiers.


  Lieutenant Adams bowed gracefully. “I trust you, my lord, as one of the men King Harris considers being worthy to serve as his left hand.” Adams then squared his shoulders and ordered his subordinates to exit the room.


  When the door closed behind them and Sebastian couldn’t sense anyone remaining in the stairwell, he faced Harold. “The money disappeared as soon as your hand covered mine. Is it safe to assume you put it back in my pouch?”


  “Think of it as a gift to the future Prince Consort.” A smile slowly spread across Harold’s face.


  “I thought wizards had to be a century old before they started losing their minds.”


  “My mind is fine, young man, and you would have to be an idiot not to know what that book represents.”


  “Prince Turren kept a promise, that’s all,” Sebastian said.


  “What would you say about a man who searched seven years for a book he destroyed to give to a man he bullied as a child? Now let’s say he volunteered to go into a war-torn country in order to find that book?”


  Sebastian’s arms remained crossed. “King Harris sent him—”


  “King Harris intended to send Captain Pembrost, but Turren insisted he go instead. I thought it was a foolish boy’s way of trying to be a hero until word reached home that Turren was truly helping in Anerith. Now you show me that book.” Harold raised Sebastian’s chin. “Anerith is the only place that would have a surviving copy. I admire the prince. He’s more stubborn than you are.”


  “It doesn’t matter what Prince Turren wants.” Sebastian shook his head out of Harold’s hand, regretting that Ophelia had the spell tweaked for family and closest friends.


  “And the last piece of evidence.” Harold pointed at the door behind which sounds of the soldiers moving throughout the shop emanated. “Someone with pull believes that Prince Turren might get what he wants.”


  “It has been a long night, Lord Bast, and I need a place for the soldiers to sleep. Do you have any available beds?”


  Harold tilted his head. “Usually you would say that even the king’s opinion doesn’t matter, but there’s a burr in your side that makes me suspicious.”


  “Wizard, you’re as big of a busybody as Captain Pembrost.”


  “Ohhh, another man who thinks Turren has a fair chance. I could place a spell on you to reveal your true feelings.” Harold had the nerve to waggle his eyebrows.


  “Harold, need I remind you that those beautiful shelves you painstakingly carved are made out of wood?” Sebastian asked sweetly. He raised his finger, and a leaf sprouted on top of the closest shelf.


  “Do not threaten my beauties! I have two rooms where the floors aren’t completely covered with books, and one I would avoid if you’re a restless sleeper. A few guests complained about being buried.” Harold indulged Sebastian so his shelves remained safe. “You know where blankets are, and the cookie jar on my desk contains the only food I have on hand. Margaret will be by in the morning to bring me breakfast, but I’ll send her a message to make extra. That you can pay for.” Harold held up his hand to stop Sebastian’s protests. “We’ll talk about the rest in the morning.”


  With blankets in hand, he showed three soldiers to the first room and the rest to the second one.


  “I don’t think either room can fit four.” Adams’s gaze traveled from bookshelf to bookshelf. Hooper threw her blanket down on the floor next to a small table, and a younger blond soldier with hair sticking out in yellow wisps made his own pallet by the window. “Are you taking the third room?”


  “Not after spending more than two hours freeing Harold’s cousin because Harold wouldn’t use magic against his books,” Sebastian reminisced. “There’s a couch in the shop. It’s very nice and comfy.” He couldn’t help but laugh at Adams’s outraged face.


  “You’re a mean man, but you have a nice laugh. Do it more often. By the way, what were you and Lord Bast—” Sebastian shut the door in Adams’s face before he could finish his question.


  CHAPTER 7


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WAS used to Harold’s complicated system of organizing books, so he had the morning’s orders prepared according to the notebook he’d swiped from under the wizard’s sleeping head. I’m only letting you sleep because I’m grateful for the lodgings. Sebastian didn’t wake the soldiers because two of them were always awake and alerted the others when he got up.


  Adams found the teapot and served all seven of them. “There isn’t any food here,” the lieutenant complained.


  “Margaret stops by when Harold opens his door. She never comes by too early because he doesn’t sleep as much as he should.” Sebastian handed the lieutenant a list of sales. “Match these books to their buyers and wrap them in those cloths by Sergeant Hooper.” The soldiers obeyed, and Sebastian showed them how to tie neat ribbons. Not bad, he thought when he saw their first bundles. Be it moving books from one table to another or setting up a display of newer books in the windows, they quickly performed the tasks. “I think Harold would hire you if you decided to leave His Majesty’s service.”


  “We were in Anerith with Prince Turren. Law books and old forms of legislation had to be hunted down, and the country’s main library was in shambles; at least all their history hadn’t burned,” Sergeant Hooper said as she lifted a stack of books away from the door and put them in Sebastian’s pile to be sorted.


  “Speaking of books, sir,” Adams said while he swept, keeping his arms close to his body so dust wouldn’t cover the books. “For two years, we searched for that book. The prince spoke with historians and booksellers during his downtime to find it, and they told him about other lost books. It became our mission not just to find books that had been burned, but copies of Anerith’s constitution before the war. The man they have sitting on the throne today damn near sobbed when Prince Turren presented it to him. In that moment, we weren’t just well-meaning neighbors saddling them with a glory-seeking royal. We earned their respect, and that made all of our jobs easier in a tense situation.”


  Sebastian’s hands stilled as he listened. I didn’t tell that fool to go to such lengths for me.


  Adams scratched his head. “I wish to know why your book, that started it all, was so important. Since we’re protecting you, sir, I think we deserve a straight answer.”


  Sebastian sighed. Fine, I’ll be a little gracious. “I had an original copy when I was a boy. Due to circumstances out of my control, it was destroyed and the prince felt responsible.” He held up his hand when the lieutenant opened his mouth to interrupt him. “The other times, I admit I was being coy, but past transgressions need to be discussed delicately, especially when they involve a man who will be king. Do you fault my logic, Lieutenant?”


  Lieutenant Adams shook his head. “It makes sense to me, sir.”


  “Now, if you don’t mind, there’s too much work for chatting.” Sebastian pointed at the windows. “They could do with a scrubbing.”


  “Sergeant Vendrix!” Lieutenant Adams shouted.


  “Yes, sir!” The tall soldier with a halo of yellow hair shot around the room looking for rags and cleaning solution.


  Sebastian walked to the door and unlocked it, using the keys he had borrowed from Harold’s desk. “Opening time.”


  Adams sighed. “Sir, please take no chances with your safety. One of us should have unlocked it.”


  Sebastian looked over his shoulder at the soldier. “The only real danger I’m in is getting a paper cut.”


  “How are you supposed to sell books with a cloak on?” Vendrix asked.


  Adams cleared his throat. “Vendrix, remember orders?”


  “We were told not to ask about his… condition,” Sergeant Vendrix said diplomatically.


  Condition? Gods, I’m not diseased. “I’ve helped run the shop many times, so the townspeople are used to it.”


  Sure enough, the jingling bell rang in the first customer, Mr. Jenkins. The man nodded at Sebastian’s hooded form but paid more heed to the soldiers, who while dressed in civilian clothes, still screamed of military with their belted weapons and stiff posture. Mr. Jenkins bent to Sebastian’s ear and whispered, “Is Lord Pasley in attendance?”


  “No,” Sebastian whispered back, even though every word easily traveled to the soldiers. “They are escorting me because of recent troubles. I unwisely stuck my neck out, and someone might cut it.”


  “You’re supposed to be the man who hates adventures. Don’t become too bold. None of us want to see you end up like your brother, Richard,” Mr. Jenkins advised.


  “It was a once-in-a-lifetime flight of fancy. It won’t happen again.”


  “Wait a moment, are you the lad who rescued the prince?” Jenkins grabbed Sebastian’s arm and Adams stepped closer to them.


  “Guilty, but if my name isn’t being spread around, I hope you keep it to yourself.”


  “You ask too much! My wife would love to hear that you’ve been doing a little more living than usual.” Jenkins glanced at the soldiers again. “But if the king is guarding you, then the threat must be serious. All right, I’ll stay quiet.”


  Sebastian removed Jenkins’s hand from his arm and placed it in his hand. Shaking it, he said, “Thank you.”


  “Only because you’re sweet and talk to this old man.” Jenkins accepted the book Sebastian handed him and dropped two heavy coins into his palm. “You take care of yourself,” he said on his way out the door. He stopped and pointed at the soldiers. “And you take care of him. He’s grouchy but worth it.”


  Adams watched the man depart. “So you’re nice to the people in this town?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “I behave myself around books.”


  Before Adams could say anything else, the bell over the door jangled again, and the smells of fried pork and sweets reached Sebastian’s nose.


  “Margaret, you’re a goddess,” Sebastian said before turning away from the lieutenant. “You’ve brought me cinnamon rolls.”


  “I brought cinnamon rolls for all of you to share,” she corrected him.


  “Harold is still asleep, and he’s rounder than when I last saw him. It would be unkind to give him more sugar.”


  “I’m not asleep.” Harold climbed down the steps in an identical outfit to the one he wore the night before, buttoning his vest in place. “And I weigh the same as I always have. Stop trying to steal my buns.”


  Margaret smiled. “He’s right, Sebastian. You shouldn’t steal what I already possess.”


  Sebastian groaned. “It’s too early in the morning to visualize any of Harold’s body parts.”


  “You’re grumpy this morning.”


  “He’s annoyed because I’ve been teasing him.” Harold relieved Margaret of the food basket, placed it on his desk, and carefully separated a gooey roll for himself.


  Margaret frowned. “You tease him all the time. Why are his hackles up now?”


  “I’ll tell you in private.”


  “I’m right here.” Sebastian grabbed one of the rolls from the basket and stuck it under his hood. The soldiers watched him, probably waiting to see if the roll would reappear. A simple trick and people feel the need to stare. Buttery cinnamon bread filled his mouth, and Sebastian sighed. What else am I going to do? There’s no point in trying to be serious all the time when I wear these enchanted cloaks.


  Margaret rolled her eyes. “Harold, you should pass out the food before he makes the whole basket disappear.”


  The hungry soldiers quickly surrounded Sebastian, and the basket soon emptied. Sebastian shook it, and not even a solitary crumb rolled about.


  “I have other treats to ply you with, so cheer up,” Margaret said.


  “How do you know he’s down, miss?” Adams asked.


  “You don’t need to see a face in order to know what a person is feeling. Sebastian is easy to read. For example, his shoulders are sagging like his puppy’s been stolen.” Margaret laughed while retrieving her basket.


  “Keep the sir fed, read him a book, and he’s more expressive than he looks.” Lieutenant Adams removed a piece of paper from the pocket of his jacket and wrote down the advice with a pencil lying on Harold’s desk. Light gray scribbles appeared on his wrist. GET THE BOY HOME, FEED AMELIA WHEN I GET BACK, AND MAKE POTION FOR FATHER.


  Harold coughed. “Sorry, but I’m terribly forgetful. It will disappear in an hour or two.”


  “There’s no reason to apologize, sir. If I forgot about Amelia’s food again, she would probably shed her skin in my breakfast again.” Lieutenant Adams grinned at Sebastian. “I bet you’re dying to know what she is.”


  “A seevil mongoose,” Sebastian guessed.


  “Big smarty pants,” Adams muttered.


  “I use them to look after my garden, so Sebastian knew what it was when you mentioned the skin.” Margaret slid her arm through Sebastian’s elbow. “Isn’t that right, little cheater?”


  “Oh, that’s what those little creatures are called. I never knew that,” Sebastian said.


  “Funny, I recall you bugging Margaret to let you take one home every day, but she wouldn’t because your siblings would kill one within a week,” Harold said.


  “And you tried to smuggle one under your cloak.” Margaret shook her head. “To this day, I still have to keep an eye on you.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes under his hood at his two friends ganging up on him. “I hope the two of you marry soon. The springtime love in the air is too much for my cynical heart to take.”


  “There were plans for giving you more food, but maybe I’ll change my mind.”


  “Ma’am, that’s unnecessary,” Sergeant Hooper spoke up. “We could divide his share among us instead of letting the whole group suffer.” Her five military brethren nodded in agreement.


  “You’re forgetting rule number one, Sergeant,” Sebastian said. “Keep the sir fed.” They argued back and forth until more customers came in, and since the soldiers were doing such a great job helping Harold, Sebastian left the work to them and pulled Margaret to the side. “Has there been word from Ophelia?”


  “This morning by mirror. She says your parents are on their worst behavior. They showed up at the castle in carriages your father hired. They walked around like they owned the place, saying the king was indebted to them all because you saved his son’s life. The king is giving them leeway because he doesn’t want to appear ungrateful. Ophelia said he smiled like a demon when he told them you had left the castle.”


  “How did they receive the news?” Sebastian asked, wondering just how dramatic his parents would play it.


  “According to Ophelia, your mother’s mouth opened and shut like a fish while your father had to be escorted out for heart palpitations,” Margaret said.


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Palpitations, my ass. The only thing Father suffered was hearing bad news after gorging on expensive food.”


  “When Captain Pembrost explained your search for enlightenment, your mother asked to be excused from the throne room. As soon as the doors shut behind her, Ophelia said your mother started shrieking out orders for you to be found and brought back.”


  Sebastian sighed. “I’m not surprised. We should be prepared for one of my siblings to show up.”


  A disturbance broke out near the front of the shop, and Sebastian and Margaret turned to see why. Downstairs, Sebastian’s brother, Kevin, was being physically restrained by the soldiers.


  Kevin glared at Sebastian. “Our parents sent me to recover the fool who turned up his nose at the king’s goodwill so he could surround himself with second-rate wizards and books,” he said while pointing at Harold.


  “Boy, the position of court wizard was offered to me before he sent for his cousin, so I suggest you watch your tongue.” Harold sat back at his desk after leaving it to see who was making a fuss.


  “Well?” Kevin asked, still blocked by the soldiers.


  “Well what?” Sebastian asked when he joined the others.


  “Call off your dogs.” Kevin glared at Hooper and Bradley, a soldier who had barely spoken during their time together, holding his arms behind his back.


  “You should attend to your own mental affairs before calling me an idiot. Those are royal guards, and one would assume they only answer to the king or queen.” Sebastian waved his hand in the air loftily. “Nothing I can do. Harold, do you need any more sales slips?” He ignored his brother and joined Harold at his desk.


  “Sergeant Vendrix and Sergeant Bradley, let him go,” Lieutenant Adams ordered.


  Margaret gave them space as Kevin made his way to his errant little brother, but Sebastian ignored him and picked through bookshelves.


  Kevin tapped his foot to get Sebastian’s notice. “I should be making deliveries and taking as many orders as I can for our smithy before winter hits. Instead, Mother won’t let me return to my home until you go back to the castle.”


  “You’re a grown man and married. There isn’t much she can threaten you with.” Sebastian picked up a book with red thread embroidered into the cover like a ribbon wrapped around a present as he spotted Ms. Crane limping toward the shop.


  “Alice’s house is being remodeled, and she needs a place to stay for a few weeks,” Kevin said.


  Sebastian shuddered at the thought of being around Alice for that long. “Okay, there are still a few things Mother can threaten you with. Can’t you foist her off on James?”


  “James is married to a wizard. I think she has some clairvoyance, because they’re always on a journey whenever a troublesome sibling wants to visit,” Kevin said.


  “Wait, so if I go back to the castle, she won’t be staying with you or James, she’ll be staying with us?” Sebastian shook his head. “You’ve lost the argument.”


  “There’s still Rebecca,” Kevin wheedled.


  “Alice would never stay in a small house. It’s you or us. Congratulations, I’m never going back. Excuse me.” He opened the door wide before Ms. Crane moved her hand.


  “Sebastian, you’re such a dear. And that looks like Kevin. I never see you visit our neck of town. What brings you here?” Ms. Crane waddled inside the store, and Sebastian guided her to Harold’s desk. Harold stood and gently embraced the woman.


  “Mother sent him to pick me up or else you wouldn’t see hide or hair of him.” Sebastian glanced at his brother, but Kevin didn’t deny it.


  Kevin said, “The king invited him to stay at the castle for saving Prince Turren, and before the prince was out of his sickbed, Sebastian left in the dead of night, knowing full well that Mother and Father were on their way.”


  Ms. Crane slowly lifted her head to look into Sebastian’s hidden face. “Is that correct, young man?”


  “I stopped to see Prince Turren when I left. He was awake and healing due to Lord Pasley’s great power. There was no need for me to stay, and”—Sebastian swept his hand around the room to encompass the soldiers—“I did accept a little of the king’s hospitality. They’re an escort in case I’m targeted, but I’m not in any real danger. Am I excused from your wrath?”


  Ms. Crane turned her head like her namesake. “There’s something strange about your tale, but I have work to do. You’re safe from my investigation… for now.” Harold handed Ms. Crane her book, and she dug into her purse to pull out a gold coin.


  “What did you buy? Harold doesn’t scam his customers, and he was probably being generous with the price.” Sebastian stared at the gold coin dropping into Harold’s hand.


  “A book I haven’t seen since my youth, and of no concern of yours.” Ms. Crane smiled so Sebastian wouldn’t take offense at her words.


  “She picked one of the hardest books to find that actually has nothing to do with magic.” Harold laughed. “Don’t worry, Sebastian, your book is still more expensive.”


  Ms. Crane pinched her lips with the effort of holding back her curiosity.


  “You won’t show me yours, I won’t show you mine,” Sebastian said as he escorted Ms. Crane out of the shop.


  Kevin crossed his arms when Sebastian returned. “You’re spending reward money on books? Why don’t you save for when you move out of the house, or will you become a leech like the others?”


  “What I spend my money on is none of your business. Why are you still here?”


  “I enjoy living a peaceful life with my husband. We’re not rich, but we’re doing nicely without having our home invaded by that viper and her spawn.”


  “Is your sister really that bad? I have a sister, and I don’t like her much, but she’s family,” Lieutenant Adams interrupted.


  “Yes, Lieutenant Adams, by Orwell standards, she is that bad. She’s the only one who tries to be like their mother and is succeeding,” Harold chimed in.


  “I don’t agree with Lord Bast very often, but he’s right. Now back to business. I can’t throw you over my shoulders and drag your sorry ass back.” Kevin looked at Sergeant Hooper, who stroked the bow strapped to her side. “But can’t I appeal to your reason?”


  “No.”


  Kevin threw up his hands. “Fine, but if you do get killed by assassins, it’s your own damn fault!” He stalked out of the shop, and Sebastian continued helping Harold until late in the afternoon.


  CHAPTER 8


   


   


  MARGARET HUGGED Sebastian fiercely. “Where are you headed next?”


  “Cern. I have a satchel of herbs on order, and I can make quite a bit of coin at the festival.” Sebastian detailed his travel itinerary and pointed to the largest bag tied to his horse. “I’m also selling books for Harold. He’s too busy to make the trip himself after the healer took off time.”


  “I’m not complaining, but how long will you travel in circles?” Adams asked.


  “I only have two more stops.” Sebastian rummaged through the food bag and grinned at finding sugar cookies dusted in cinnamon. “Margaret, you are the only one who loves me.”


  Tying his bags to his horse, soldier number four, whose name Sebastian hadn’t quite learned, stared at him quizzically from under dark curls that pulled tighter in the morning mist. “Is the rest of your family like your brother?”


  “His temperament falls in the middle compared to my other siblings. In his defense, the thought of getting stuck with Alice made him crankier than usual. Out of the whole lot, I have one nice sister and one nice brother.” Or used to be two nice brothers. I need to leave before I become any more maudlin. “We should go now if we want to reach my brother’s inn at a decent time.”


  “Do you want an extra sword for the journey?” Margaret asked.


  Sebastian shook his head. “I am in no real danger, and there’s no reason to waste your time.”


  Harold grasped Sebastian’s hand as everyone mounted their horses. “Don’t be a stranger, and watch out for trouble.”


  “I’ll try my best, but my luck so far has been abysmal.” Sebastian looked in Margaret’s direction. “No matter how much of a grouch I am, there’s nothing I’m looking forward to more than your wedding next year.” He mounted his horse, and Margaret winked at him.


  “I knew there was a reason I keep fattening you up,” she said.


  “Aren’t you of a marrying age now?” Harold asked softly.


  “I’m old enough to marry but too young to care,” Sebastian joked, but Harold gripped his arm.


  “You rarely let someone near enough to even decide if they could truly love you. Have you considered that maybe you’ve been wearing these cloaks for too long?” Harold touched the cloth, but unlike so many years ago when Sebastian first saw him, his fingers didn’t slide off the fabric. “Prince Turren is from two powerful wizard lines, and that’s a perfect match for the fey blood running in your veins.”


  “Harold, just because the prince will live as long as me doesn’t mean I’m ready.”


  “Can’t you at least try?” Harold pleaded, but Margaret gently removed his hand.


  “It’s his decision on both counts, and maybe he does need more time.” She cupped the side of Sebastian’s face. “I think it’s a good idea that you’re going to Cern. James might have good advice for you.”


  “You act as if I’m frightened of love,” Sebastian accused.


  “I think you are, but I can’t blame you. But, have you thought about what it would mean if a person as afflicted as you found love?” Margaret asked.


  Why is she bringing Ophelia into this? “I don’t think my situation affects her at all.” Sebastian said. “She’s always at home and in danger of being kidnapped if she ventures out without protection. How could she meet anyone?” The only person besides family she talks to is Lord Pasley when he checks the wards on our property. Sebastian blinked. That shitty bastard. He’s as sneaky as the damn prince. “Why wouldn’t Ophelia tell me?”


  “The same as you. She won’t admit her feelings to herself because she’s afraid. I’m not trying to make you feel pressured, but if you end up happy, there’s a chance for her too.” Margaret stroked his horse’s nose.


  “I think you waited to tell me this until it was too late for me to confirm a name in private,” Sebastian complained.


  “I’m not denying it.”


  “I grudgingly like you even if you’re conspiring against me with Harold.” Sebastian squeezed her hand and waved good-bye to her and Harold.


   


   


  “MAYBE YOU should reconsider your mother’s summons!” Lieutenant Adams shouted above the rain soaking everyone except for Sebastian in his enchanted cloak.


  “You have magic,” Sebastian said loftily.


  “Weatherproofing spells cast directly on the body can interfere with sensing attacks. The safety of the package takes priority over our comfort,” Sergeant Bradley said as his head glistened with raindrops. He and the second female soldier in the group shielded them with wards throughout the entire trip, which spent most of their energy. Sebastian knew how hard it was to hold a group under spells, so he didn’t bother them. The sleep they had gotten at Harold’s must have given the man renewed strength to talk.


  “How are you and Thimbly holding up?” Lieutenant Adams looked back at the two soldiers in the rear of the party.


  “We’re doing better after eating those cinnamon buns, sir,” said the second woman with chin-length brown hair dripping water on freckled skin. “Your friend is talented, Sir Orwell. Usually foods enchanted to stay hot taste funny, but I would have thought they came straight from the oven.” They had taken a break under a stand of trees and divvied up the rest of the steaming-hot confections before the rain turned into a downpour.


  “Margaret is a genius when it comes to mixing food and magic, but she’s also on Bruwen’s City Watch.” Sebastian touched the side of his robe where knives given to him by Margaret at Winter Solstice were hidden.


  “Too bad I’m not dumb enough to compete with Lord Bast for her affections,” Lieutenant Adams said regretfully.


  “I don’t see why you’re letting that stop you. Living as a frog for a while does wonders for the skin.”


  “I’m not antagonizing a powerful wizard for your pleasure. I see the gate for Cern,” Adams said, watching the pedestrians and riders joining them on the road toward the busy city. The crowds were heading home for the night before the gates closed, and Sebastian received only a few curious stares as they entered the city.


  The guards walked two by two, gathered into a cluster around Sebastian when the crowds grew larger. Cozy as a damn pea. “It’s down the first street on the right, and it’s the second inn on the left.”


  “Are you going to another bookshop tomorrow?” Sergeant Hooper asked.


  “Yes, and we’re staying here for two days.” Sebastian slowed his horse when the inn painted a subtle sky blue among its red and forest green cousins came into view. He turned his horse toward the stables, and the soldiers followed him.


  They delivered their horses into the care of a stable girl, and the soldiers followed Sebastian to the inn’s front.


  “How’s the food?” Vendrix asked, rubbing his stomach.


  “It’s all right, but it won’t kill you,” Sebastian said. A blonde woman with an innkeeper’s pin opened the door, and Sebastian grinned at the stricken faces of the soldiers.


  Hands on hips, the petite innkeeper stood on the front stoop with a dripping spoon. “Is that how you talk about my cooking when I’m not around?” Light blue eyes tried to look strict, but the crinkling around her lips gave her away. Ellie ran into Sebastian’s arms and hugged him soundly.


  Sebastian stepped back after feeling a small bump. “Nephew or niece?”


  “I don’t want to know, so I told Ophelia to stay quiet,” his marriage-sister said as she grabbed Sebastian’s hand and dragged him inside.


  The soldiers followed closely as they walked through a hallway leading to an opening in the kitchen and the main dining room. Yellow roses decorated the wallpaper, giving it a light touch among the dark wooden tables and floor. Aromas from the kitchen made Sebastian’s stomach rumble. “When I said all right, I meant to say fantastic.”


  “Yes, try mocking my food when its smells taunt you.” Ellie led them to a table and gestured for them to sit. “This is a bigger crowd than what I usually see you with, Bastian. James wanted to see you as soon as you walked in the door, but you’re wet and need hot food in your stomachs.” She sprinted off to the kitchens, leaving behind a confused group of soldiers in her wake.


  “I thought you said that Ophelia was the only nice sister you had,” Lieutenant Adams said.


  “I do only have one nice blood sister. Ellie’s my marriage-sister.”


  “Wise words after I have to come down for you,” a deep voice boomed behind Sebastian’s chair.


  Sebastian hadn’t seen his older brother sneak up behind him and finally noticed the alert positions of the soldiers. He stood and faced the muscular giant whose features were too severe to be called handsome. Gray eyes peered at him from beneath glasses. “Impending fatherhood suits you,” Sebastian said.


  James hugged Sebastian with less pressure than Ellie but held him just as long. It was the longest embrace James had ever given Sebastian, and he wondered if it was a habit learned from his wife. “It does. What brings you here?” James grabbed a chair from another table and squeezed in between Sebastian and Vendrix.


  “I ran into trouble at home. I’ll tell you the rest after we eat.” Sebastian sat back as Ellie and a serving boy arrived with trays of food and wine.


  “And your friends?” James looked from one soldier to another.


  “Also part of the trouble.”


  “You’re the one who’s nothing but trouble,” Lieutenant Adams muttered as he eagerly reached for mashed potatoes and slices of ham.


  Sebastian ignored him and filled his plate.


  “You finish eating and meet me upstairs in the library. It’s empty this time of night.” James stood and returned his chair to its original place.


   


   


  LIEUTENANT ADAMS stopped Sebastian before he entered the room. “Protocol. I need you to wait for me to search the room first.”


  “Fine.” Sebastian waited as the lieutenant and Sergeant Hooper checked for assassins.


  It wasn’t long before they walked out with amused expressions on their faces. “It’s safe,” Sergeant Hooper said. “But you won’t be happy.”


  Frowning, Sebastian stepped past them and peered inside. James and Kevin were seated at a board game contemplating their next moves. I should have pretended Kevin was a stranger and let them beat him a little. “What a pleasant surprise.”


  “I must have forgotten to mention that Kevin arrived a few hours before you did.” James didn’t bother looking up from the game.


  Kevin smiled as James moved a game piece into danger. “Since you’re avoiding home and the castle, it made sense you were still headed in this direction. I also figured that even though you’re a rude bastard, you wouldn’t be crass enough to bypass your oldest brother.” Kevin snatched up a pawn. “I might play you instead of James because it’s like playing a child.”


  Sebastian turned to the soldiers filling the doorway. “I’m sorry, but I want to speak privately with my brothers.” He shut the door in Lieutenant Adams’s face and locked it.


  “Half an hour! I don’t like leaving you alone in a crowded building,” Lieutenant Adams yelled outside the door.


  “And space if you don’t mind.” Sebastian waited until the footsteps disappeared and pulled his hood back. His brothers continued staring at their game, but Kevin’s eyes briefly strayed to his face.


  “Have you decided to pursue a marriage yet?” Kevin asked while taking another of James’s pieces.


  “Why the hell is everyone asking me that?”


  “Because you need to do more with your life than buying books and caring for Ophelia. Your reputation will be ruined if you keep helping Father with his business, but you could get out of the house by finding a decent match.”


  Sebastian glanced at the board. Kevin wasn’t paying attention and missed that the two sacrifices had put James in a better strategic position. “I have no desire to be murdered or sold into slavery, so I haven’t been looking for a husband.” Sebastian shuddered at the memory of Ophelia’s horrified face as she gazed into his future. He pulled a chair away from another game table, slid it behind James, and sat on it, using his cloak as a pillow. “I decided to put aside my gold until Ophelia can be properly looked after, and then I’ll open my own bookshop.”


  “How long will that take? Why don’t you make Mother and Father care for her like they’re supposed to instead?” Kevin moved another piece and frowned after seeing the trap he had fallen into. “Sneaky bastard.”


  James sighed. “I’m sorry, Sebastian. I can’t have Ophelia in an inn where there are so many people. She would be in danger, and she hates crowds.”


  “She’s never blamed you, and it’s pointless to give up your livelihood when it’s something you’re good at.” When they weren’t talking about his love life, it was relaxing to sit among his brothers. At home, all it takes is a card game to turn us into beasts. “And you have a baby on the way. He or she is going to keep you busy as it is.”


  “You’re going to stay at home and rot?” Kevin asked.


  “Maybe not for long. Did either of you know that Ophelia is in love with someone?” Kevin’s and James’s heads snapped in Sebastian’s direction.


  “Who is he and for how long?” James broke the shocked silence.


  “I don’t know for both questions. Margaret told me. I don’t think it’s someone who’s a threat, or she would have taken care of the problem herself,” Sebastian said. Forgive me, Ophelia, but I need them off my back, and I didn’t tell them who I suspect.


  James ran his hand through his hair. “You play hero and Ophelia is in a mysterious romance. Any more surprises?”


  “I’ve barely convinced Kraven not to elope.”


  “Arrgh!” Kevin swept his pieces off the board. “I’m done, and not because you pulled that scheme out of your ass, James. How the hell am I supposed to think when you drop this in my hands?”


  James gathered the pieces together and put them in a wooden box. “I still call foul, liar.”


  “I came here to ask for your help, James. And since you want to put your nose in my business too, Kevin, wouldn’t your time be best spent helping somebody who wants it?”


  James crossed his arms but nodded for Sebastian to continue.


  “He’s met a servant woman, and he wants to marry her. Unfortunately, he stupidly loaned Mother most of his money, and he doesn’t have much to offer a bride.”


  “What’s she like?” Kevin asked.


  “She seems nice and has a decent head on her shoulders.”


  “Anything weird about her?” James asked.


  Sebastian sighed. “There’s goblin in her bloodline, so her lifespan matches ours. Other than that, she’s perfectly normal.”


  “Mother will sabotage it, and Father will figure out a way to offend her parents,” Kevin promised.


  “I know.” Sebastian pitched his voice higher to mimic their mother. “You may marry a commoner, but Gods, not a boring person.”


  “I’ll talk to the girl’s parents in secret, and Kevin and I will put up money for the wedding. Ellie’s a hopeless romantic like me, so she won’t need much persuasion to have the wedding here,” James offered.


  “What do we do with you after we take care of them?” Kevin asked, refusing to drop the subject.


  “Tell your friends about my bookshop when I start it.” Sebastian winked at his brothers.


  “On another topic, why would you let Father run amok at the castle without any trustworthy sibling to hold his hand?” James asked.


  “Harold can’t put up his stand at the festival this year, so I decided to help him. I want the experience and profits, and I’ll have neither if I’m always the one controlling Father,” Sebastian said.


  “But he might have been manageable if you had waited at the castle.” James frowned at Sebastian. “And this business with the prince will only cause more rumors. I don’t like that you have to travel with guards now.”


  “It’s just a precaution.” Sebastian stood up and tied his cloak in place. “I also need sleeping arrangements for the soldiers. They’re on the king’s coin, and they can afford any available rooms you have.”


  “There are four open rooms upstairs on opposite ends. That’s the closest I can put the soldiers with you,” James said.


  Sebastian shrugged while he put his hood on. “It doesn’t matter to me. I doubt I’m in danger of getting a hangnail.”


  “I reserve the right to say ‘I told you so’ first,” Kevin said, standing at the same time as James. If it wasn’t for the difference in height, they could have passed as twins.


  “Quit wishing me harm, Kevin. Mother and Father are already doing their share of that right now. I’m exhausted, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to bed.” Sebastian opened the door for his brothers, followed them out of the room, and rolled his eyes when the soldiers quickly joined them. “I feel like my taxes are disappearing into a hole of unnecessary spending.” He frowned when he spotted his bags dangling from Lieutenant Adams’s arms. “Why are you holding my things?”


  “Because we’re going to the same room,” Adams said.


  “I don’t need a roommate.”


  “It’s for your safety. I know there haven’t been any attacks, but why tempt fate?”


  “And there won’t be. I want to sleep, and I can’t do that if you’re hovering over me,” Sebastian growled.


  “It’s my job to make sure nothing happens to you. Just get undressed and go to sleep like normal and you won’t even notice… oh.” Lieutenant Adams paused. “Do you take off your cloak when you’re alone?”


  “Astute conclusion, Lieutenant. Now please leave me be or I’m going out a window while you sleep.”


  “Fine, the room is all yours, but if you see anything amiss, give a shout,” Lieutenant Adams demanded.


  “Agreed.”


  Lieutenant Adams actually obeyed and followed Sebastian to his room without going inside. Sebastian locked the door and flung off his cloak. Stretching out the journey’s kinks, He undressed and circled the room’s full, steaming tub. He sighed and gave the water a slap. Real privacy. No guards, no siblings, and all the hot water I can stand. Sebastian stepped into the tub, slowly submerging each body part until the water ended under his nostrils. Holding his breath, he dipped lower and water flowed over his head. Motionless in the water with his worries far away, Sebastian closed his eyes and listened to the water’s vibrations. When they died down, he swayed his arms to create more. He felt no urgency to take another breath. It’s not the extra years, but these small things that make being only part human enjoyable, he thought. For an hour, he didn’t break the surface, and only the door opening disturbed his soaking. I’ll stay under until whoever it is takes a hint and goes away.


  But footsteps sounded closer than they should have for basic privacy, and Sebastian didn’t know who was in his room. As Sebastian had sensed the tiny movements in the tub, he concentrated on his feet, listening as each thrum in his toes accompanied the intruder’s steps. Closer. Closer. Sebastian sprang out of the water and tackled the intruder. Both men fell and a knife clanged to the floor. Sebastian snatched his cloak and a blade from the sleeve.


  “Don’t,” the assassin whispered, his words muffled by a scarf tied beneath his eyes.


  Sebastian looked up and the assassin’s crossbow pointed at his heart.


  The assassin shook his head. “Just don’t.”


  Sebastian stopped moving. “What am I supposed to do?”


  “I don’t… they said you were ugly. You’re not….” The assassin gulped and tried to look at anything in the room but Sebastian, but his eyes were drawn back to him. “How can anyone be so beautiful?”


  “These aren’t questions I can answer on the floor.”


  “No, you stay!”


  The crossbow shook, and Sebastian didn’t want to be accidentally killed by the fool.


  “If I tell him what you look like, he’ll order me not to do this.” The assassin was so enamored with Sebastian’s face that he didn’t hear the door open. Kevin crept into the room with his knife raised.


  “You should tell your boss. I’m sure he’ll understand.” Sebastian kept his voice steady. Just because the man was having a crisis didn’t negate the assassin’s original motive. “But please spare me.”


  “I couldn’t—” Kevin thrust his knife under the killer’s chin and yanked the blade out.


  Kevin wiped the blade clean with a handkerchief. “It had to be done. There’s no telling when the shock would have worn off.”


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “Useless guilt is written on your face.” Kevin shook his head. “You’re as soft-hearted as Kraven.” He grabbed the clothes Sebastian had thrown on a chair and tossed them at him. “Get dressed. The king’s guards are dispatching the rest of them,” he said as he closed the door, but it was shoved open. Kevin raised his knife but lowered it when James poked his head through the space.


  James shoved the rest of his body in and stood against the door. “Good strategy. Fight naked so the bad guys are too busy staring to kill you.” James blew out his cheeks. “I expected to find you dead.”


  “No thanks to those useless soldiers,” Kevin said.


  “Complain later. Would you guys please look away?” Sebastian pleaded.


  James and Kevin closed their eyes so they could remain in their positions barring the broken door.


  “Sir Orwell!” a panicked Lieutenant Adams shouted through the door.


  “I’m fine, but I’m dressing, so wait a damned minute!”


  “If he’s still grouchy, then he must be fine,” Sergeant Hooper’s voice joined in.


  With his clothes finally on, Sebastian did a quick once-over before swinging the cloak over his shoulders and tying it in place. He flipped the hood over his head and nodded to James and Kevin.


  Kevin raised his back off the door, and he was shoved forward when the soldiers rushed in to reach their assignment.


  “Fingers and toes all accounted for, Sir Orwell?” Lieutenant Adams asked Sebastian.


  “I am unharmed,” Sebastian said.


  Lieutenant Adams surveyed the room and frowned at the assassin lying in blood and water spilled from the tub. “I’m sorry we didn’t come to your aid. Those who attacked the inn used a powerful ward to block anyone from entering this room except for them. Things could have been worse if Mistress Ellie didn’t have spells in place around the inn, or if that seer sister of yours hadn’t sent us a warning.”


  “The soldiers were repelled from your room, but Ellie’s safeguards are blood-steeped. Magic cast from an outsider wouldn’t have affected anyone of our blood,” James said. More soldiers arrived, and he stepped aside to let them in.


  “We couldn’t take any alive. They were all mages and had to be taken down with arrows when we saw them casting a particularly nasty spell,” Sergeant Bradley reported.


  “We’re damned lucky those other attackers fell in that wizard’s trap,” Sergeant Hooper said.


  “What wizard?” Lieutenant Adams asked.


  “This one.” Ellie pushed through the crowded door with a man far skinnier but taller than James. His black hair was trimmed neatly to short curls, and he wore a red robe with a long opening running to his navel.


  The man grinned at the full room and bowed deeply. “Trey Ausher at your service.”


  “There were more assassins at the back of his inn. Carrying so many weapons triggered a trap he has set for brigands and thieves. There were ten of them, and all had magic.” Ellie pulled blonde strands behind her ear. “Things might not have gone our way if those men had made it to our home.”


  “Are they alive?” Lieutenant Adams asked.


  Trey shook his head. “The spell isn’t a lethal one, but when they woke up, they started convulsing. All of them died in less than a minute, foaming at the mouth and screaming in agony.”


  “Insanity.” The lieutenant pointed at the body. “Bradley and Hooper, get rid of that while I report to the king.” His soldiers carried the body away by his arms and legs, and Trey and Ellie followed them out, closing the door behind them. Lieutenant Adams removed a round mirror from his coat and chanted over it until the king’s image appeared.


  Sebastian looked at the determined faces standing around him. I brought this on myself for not minding my own damn business and getting too cozy with my guards. I should have ditched them a long time ago.


  “You have no magic, so why send so many assassins after one man? This was excessive even if you do have six bodyguards,” Sonny, another of the royal guards, said.


  “They probably researched the area,” James suggested.


  “I saw no magic schools or merc training grounds on the map.”


  “Nothing that spectacular, but the group of inns on this street is known as Wizards’ Row. Every owner is a powerful mage, including Ellie.” James smiled broadly. “Our little one will pack a punch too.”


  “We’re leaving,” Sebastian interrupted them.


  “We’re not leaving in the middle of the night when another ambush could be in the works. Spending the night in a place called Wizards’ Row sounds saner.” Lieutenant Adams held out the mirror. “For you.”


  Sebastian glared at the mirror. If I accidentally let it fall, I don’t have to speak to the king. He sighed. Ellie probably has another mirror they could use, so it wouldn’t make a difference. Sebastian took the mirror but instead of the king’s face, Prince Turren’s worry-filled sapphire eyes met his.


  “I order you to do as Lieutenant Adams says or you will be forcefully brought to the castle.”


  I should have fucking dropped it. “No.” Behind him, James sighed loudly, and Kevin shook his head. “We will move to one of the nearby inns if we can’t travel, but I will have the final word. Refuse and I ditch my caretakers regardless of the danger,” Sebastian said.


  Prince Turren rolled his eyes instead of becoming angry. “Why can’t you at least pretend to respect my authority, Bastian?”


  “Because giving me a pet name doesn’t make me one of your sycophants?”


  “True, but why not return to the castle?”


  “I have responsibilities to address for the king’s loyal servant, Lord Bast.”


  Turren smiled. “During Father’s time with the lieutenant, I used my mirror to contact Harold. He says missing a year at the festival doesn’t matter if it meant you would be safe.” Before Sebastian could come up with a second excuse, the prince cut him off. “And I spoke with Diana. She says the herbs can be found here. As a matter of fact, Lord Pasley is helping Ophelia pick them tomorrow morning.”


  “Efficient little shit, aren’t you?”


  “I need to be in hostile situations.”


  “Sebastian,” James hissed. “He’s still the prince, and you’re surrounded by several witnesses.”


  Sebastian gritted his teeth. “The prince has chosen to be too familiar, and I am doing the same. Isn’t that right, Your Highness?”


  “Yes,” Turren said. “But I prefer when you overstep boundaries physically versus verbally. Much more satisfying.”


  Next time, Sebastian, let the nice assassin skewer the arrogant bastard. Sebastian tossed the mirror to the lieutenant. “We’ll leave for the castle in the morning.” Sebastian raised his hand in front of Kevin’s mouth when he opened it. “One word and I’ll tell Pratchett where you hide your money.”


  “What’s the difference if you spend the night next door instead of in our home?” Ellie asked. “We know the scale of the threat now and can prepare accordingly. Only two of you are wizards. It’s nonsense for me to get left behind.”


  Sebastian crossed over to his marriage-sister and placed his hand on the slight swell of her belly. “This makes the difference, Ellie. It’s safer if we move and you stay here.”


  Trey appeared by Ellie’s side, sliding his hands together eagerly. “And I’m looking forward to lining my pockets with the king’s gold.” He stopped moving his hands, and he frowned at the soldiers. “They are paying, right? I’m not offering up my services as the descendant of a First Knight for free.”


  Ellie rolled her eyes. “Of course they’re paying, but don’t overcharge them.”


  Trey straightened and fingered the innkeeper’s badge hanging from his neck. “Just because I don’t serve food as good as yours doesn’t mean that I rob my customers. Besides, word will spread that I’m hosting royalty”—Lieutenant Adams cleared his throat at the exaggeration—“or men held in high regard by royalty by morning, and I can expect the usual gaggle of busybodies looking for tales to bring home. I might even give them a discount.” Trey cheerfully followed Sebastian, who had his belongings clutched in his arms. “I could make your task easier as a favor to a boy I haven’t seen in a long time.” Sebastian’s bags floated out of his reach and down the hall.


  “That was unnecessary, Lord Ausher. I have valuable books in those bags,” Sebastian said.


  “As if I would forget you and your precious books. They will land gently on the bed in your room on the second floor,” Trey announced proudly. “A large family left this morning, so the second floor is open for all of your bodyguards.”


  “I am filled with joy at your thoughtfulness.” Back to sleeping in this damn cloak another night.


  “Don’t be ungrateful for them doing their jobs,” Trey said.


  “What happened to the bodies?” Sebastian asked.


  “The City Watch is holding on to them,” Sergeant Thimbly said from behind them as they climbed down the steps, her short hair bouncing on her cheeks. “We can’t bring them with us or spend time trying to identify them right now. At first light, we’re gone from this place.”


  “I’m sorry,” Sebastian whispered.


  Sergeant Hooper grasped his shoulder when they reached the entranceway. “It’s not your fault. You were being stubborn, but none of us expected such an aggressive attack.”


  “Tonight does complicate things,” Lieutenant Adams said as he brought up the rear. Sebastian’s family already waited at the door along with the other soldiers.


  Ellie hugged Sebastian tightly. “You will listen to everything the nice soldiers say from here on out, Bastian, do you understand me? I will turn you into a chicken and put you in a cage if you do otherwise.” She brushed her hands through Sebastian’s hair under the cloak. “Don’t you dare get yourself killed,” she ordered and hugged him again.


  Sebastian kissed the top of Ellie’s head. “I’m sorry for worrying you, and I’ll do what they ask… if it sounds reasonable.” He ducked from her hands and followed Sergeant Vendrix through the open door.


  His bags were waiting safely on the bed, but he inspected the contents anyway. Lieutenant Adams, Sergeant Hooper, and Sergeant Bradley entered behind him, and Sebastian sighed.


  Lieutenant Adams glared at him. “No ifs, ands, or buts. You’re getting roommates, and you better not snore.” He threw his things in an empty chair and stepped out of the way when servants brought extra bedding. When they left, he surveyed the room and then addressed his soldiers. “Hooper, you sleep near the door. Bradley, you guard the window.”


  Sebastian lifted his leg to climb into the bed, but the lieutenant stopped him. “Sorry, but I’m playing decoy tonight, and I need the bed.”


  “Where am I sleeping?”


  “Under the bed. If another attack occurs, you’ll be out of sight.”


  “Fantastic,” Sebastian grumbled as he pulled the blankets under the bed. It was spacious underneath and the skirt hid him from view. “I’ll complain and call you names after I’ve rested,” he promised.


  “Good night,” Lieutenant Adams said to everyone as he positioned himself under the covers so his head didn’t stick out.


  CHAPTER 9


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WAS startled awake surrounded by darkness instead of the soothing yellow of his brother’s inn. He blinked a few times before he remembered the shocked assassin staring at his nude state. There will probably be more after their failure. That thought brought him fully awake, but not enough to recall where he had slept. Sebastian’s head hit the metal springs of the bed with a wallop, and he cursed as he slid out from his spot, knocking into a snoring Sergeant Hooper, who had rolled over to his side during the night.


  “Oph,” she mumbled as they tried to untangle themselves.


  Bradley’s head popped out on the window side of the bed, and he yawned at them without covering his mouth. “Wha ti’ is I’?”


  “Time to get up and on the road,” Lieutenant Adams declared while stretching his arms above his head. “What a pleasant day,” he said, and the rest of the room’s occupants frowned at him.


  Sebastian sat up and stumbled his way to the door. Sergeant Hooper grabbed him before he could open it, and she took Sebastian’s place. She slowly turned the knob and pulled it back as she searched the corridor.


  Sergeant Vendrix’s glassy red eyes stared at them from the chair directly outside the door. “Nothing on my end, sir,” he told Lieutenant Adams when the man came into his bleary view.


  “Good. Now up and at ’em. We need to eat and then we mount.” Adams waited for Vendrix to put his chair off to the side so they could head for the common room.


  “You look horrible,” Trey greeted them. “I’m happy my customers haven’t seen you yet or they’ll think my mattresses are wooden planks. Except for Lieutenant Adams. You, sir, look like you enjoyed my hospitality to its fullest.”


  Lieutenant Adams chuckled. “I always look my best.”


  “It helps that you slept on the bed while we slept on the floor,” Sebastian growled. “Forgive me, I forgot the name-calling. Insufferable military rat.”


  “There are some promises you don’t need to keep,” Adams said. “Now.” He rubbed his hands together as Trey had done the night before. “What food do you have on hand, innkeeper?”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN’S MOOD had improved by the time he filled a second plate with fresh fruit and thick slices of bacon. He broke off another piece of bread and slathered it with butter. “Good choices for a man who knows he can’t outdo my sister’s cooking.” The bacon platter rose in the air and started drifting away. “You’re just as good a cook as Ellie, and your inn is beautiful,” Sebastian complimented Trey as the soldiers grabbed for the platter.


  Lieutenant Adams stuck his fork in Sebastian’s direction. “Don’t be rude,” he had the nerve to say with food still in his mouth.


  Sonny tied his hair back when his plate cleared. “I’ll go check the horses.”


  “I’ll deal with food rations.” Sergeant Thimbly pushed her plate forward and also left.


  Two feminine voices entered the inn, and Sebastian winced when he recognized the second one. He pushed his plate away and tried to slink off, but an empty chair fell and tripped him. Lieutenant Adams sprang to his feet, but Trey placed his hand over the soldier’s arm.


  “It’s not an assassin, just another grumpy Orwell.” Trey’s smile widened when Ellie, bright as day, walked into the room arm in arm with Diana.


  “That was uncalled for, Diana,” Sebastian said as he stood.


  “Lord Bast woke me in the middle of the night, asking me to escort my brother in his place. I haven’t had much sleep, and now I have to go to the castle where Mother can harp on me about finding a wife. It was called for.” Diana’s voice almost matched Sebastian’s raspiness.


  James embraced their sister. “I don’t mind the extra company.”


  “I take back my earlier words about Lord Bast. He is the only reliable friend Sebastian has.” Kevin replaced James, and Diana was almost nose-to-nose with him.


  “Diana’s horse is staying here so it won’t drag on the trip, and I’ll supply a fresh one from our stables.” Ellie sighed as she looked at her marriage-siblings. “I hate being left behind. Please be safe, all of you.” She wrapped her arms around every family member, and the soldiers got a turn too.


   


   


  “ANY BATTLE experience, Miss Orwell?” Lieutenant Adams asked Diana as she swung her leg over her horse.


  “None,” Diana said.


  “Then why would Lord Bast send you, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “Because she’s a skilled apothecary who uses that knowledge to enhance her powers for good… or ill,” Kevin said ominously.


  “Sergeant Hooper!” Lieutenant Adams shouted, hoping the sergeant knew more gossip.


  “I don’t know about magic, but she’s good with poisons. A group of ruffians ransacked her shop once and held her at knifepoint. All three men were found with blood streaming from every orifice the next morning, and I mean every one of ’em.” Sergeant Hooper shuddered.


  “Killing them would have angered the City Watch, so they’re still alive.” Diana flashed her teeth in what Lieutenant Adams assumed was a smile and clicked at her horse to go forward.


  “I told you, Ophelia is the only nice one,” Sebastian reminded the king’s guard when he walked his horse up to him.


  “Nothing but trouble,” Lieutenant Adams muttered to himself.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WAS once again surrounded by castle guards as he and his party reached the gates outside of Trellium. This time it was an honor guard instead of frantic soldiers worried about their prince. Prince Turren rode in front and dismounted when the procession reached them. He walked to Sebastian’s horse and held out his arm in an offer of aid. Sebastian would have ignored it, but he spotted a golden halo of hair piled perfectly on his mother’s head. Knowing he would face her wrath later, Sebastian decided to make things easier for himself and accepted the gesture. Prince Turren circled his other arm around Sebastian’s waist, lifting him into the air. Sebastian tensed but remained silent, wishing he could publicly give the prince a piece of his mind.


  “Thank you for being so thoughtful, Your Highness.” Sebastian placed his fingers on Prince Turren’s wrist and thrust his thumb into the soft underside.


  The prince’s smile withered at the edges, but he gritted his teeth through the pain. “You seem well.”


  “I’ve been better.” Sebastian glanced at his mother, who gestured violently for him to keep the prince’s attention. Sebastian dismissed her and turned to his brothers. “I want to unpack and sleep. You two can deal with Mother.” The woman in question was trying to push her way forward with his father close behind.


  “I suddenly have something to do,” James announced and turned his horse into the crowd watching the spectacle.


  “Hey, James!” Kevin tried to imitate their brother, but he was blocked in. “Diana?” Kevin looked around, but their sister had already made her escape.


  “Sebastian!” The light musical voice sounded concerned, but his mother’s eyes were as hard as the gemstones they resembled.


  “Lead me to a room with a bath and a route where I don’t have to pass by her, and I won’t kick you in the royal jewels for what you just did,” Sebastian whispered in the prince’s ear.


  Prince Turren nodded. “I’ll make sure you can bathe as quickly as possible.”


  Sebastian’s eyebrow rose. “Is that right?”


  “My interest isn’t unsavory, and I will help you.” Prince Turren’s face turned red. “Of course I have no interest in you being naked.”


  “That statement was convincing, Your Highness.” Sebastian shook his head, wondering what he was going to do about his royal admirer when his matchmaking mother was near.


   


   


  “IT’S A tub.” Lieutenant Adams wanted a bath, but even he wasn’t that enthusiastic about a tub, he thought while watching Sebastian bent over the steaming water, practically drooling over the huge receptacle. His eyes flicked to the prince, who drooled over something else in the room. Whenever Sebastian bent down, Prince Turren’s breath stalled, and Lieutenant Adams pretended not to notice. He hoped Sebastian wouldn’t reveal how blunt he had been in Bruwen because Adams had sorely underestimated his importance.


  “Bubbles.” Sebastian’s voice held a rare note of childlike happiness, and he splashed the soapy blanket covering the water. He lifted his hand to his face and blew on the suds gathered there. Sebastian laughed again but stopped when he noticed Prince Turren licking his lips. “Out!” he ordered without thought to whose residence he was staying in. “Both of you, so I can get undressed.”


  “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Prince Turren asked while Sebastian manhandled him out of the room.


  “More than sure.” Sebastian kept shoving.


  Lieutenant Adams winced, feeling sorry for the prince, but allowed both of them to be herded to the door.


  “What if you’re still in danger?” Turren asked.


  “If assassins breach the castle, their first target is you. I have nothing to worry about.” Sebastian snatched the door open, bowed to Prince Turren, and then shoved him into the hallway.


  “That was un—” Lieutenant Adams was pushed out with Turren before he could express his indignation “—called for,” he finished lamely as Sebastian the shut door.


  Prince Turren shrugged. “I have time to work on him,” he said and laughed when the lieutenant stared at him incredulously. “I didn’t expect to catch him so soon. But gaining access into his bedroom is a good start.”


  Lieutenant Adams looked at Sebastian’s room and Prince Turren’s back, pondering who was the crazier of the two. He decided Sebastian deserved Turren’s determined advances and returned to his post in the castle.


   


   


  CAPTAIN PEMBROST separated from the wall around the corner, watching Lieutenant Adams depart. “Gaining access to his bedroom is a decent start, but stop being so eager,” he said to the empty space.


  CHAPTER 10


   


   


  “IT’S AN excellent idea the prince has brought up. You like dusty books.” Cynthia Orwell smiled at her son in the king’s personal dining hall, delicately cutting apart quail on the gold plate shimmering in the candlelight.


  Sebastian did his best not to glare at his mother, but she was annoying him after only a few bites. She had despised his fascination with books, wishing Sebastian would apply his time to more valuable things. Kevin and James scattered food on their plates, hardly taking bites, Demetrius’s small bites imitated their mother’s picky eating, and Ophelia’s fork hit her plate harder than necessary at their mother’s words. Pratchett’s gaze searched the table for prospective brides or grooms while Kraven’s plate was fuller than his four older brothers’. Sebastian blocked out his mother’s voice and thought about how unfair it was that Diana had excused herself from the tortuous dinner, claiming that it was her duty to gather herbal information from other practitioners in her field. He knew it was rubbish and she just wanted to avoid the awkward silence. Sebastian didn’t blame her.


  The king kept the conversation going, but the Orwells were of no help. Captain Pembrost watched the once-joking James and Kevin brood at their section of the table. Lady Orwell rattled on about meaningless subjects but suggested numerous times that Sebastian should enjoy the prince’s company since the prince was such a brave man. Sebastian blew off every one of her attempts, and his mother’s façade cracked around the edges. My family is dinner theater at its worst.


  “Helping your father translate Anerithian texts could take weeks. Don’t you think so, Sebastian?” Cynthia smiled warmly at her son.


  Sebastian didn’t look up from his roasted squash. “I can waste a week of my time at most. I could ask for Harold’s help to finish quickly.”


  “The prince is skilled in the language, and he’s a powerful wizard.” Cynthia’s forced grin no longer held any warmth for Sebastian.


  “Very powerful, but way too busy to waste his precious time. Would you please pass the rolls, James?” Sebastian asked as if they were dining at home.


  James hid his smile behind a napkin and passed the rolls down the table.


  “Turren was just wounded and for his safety, he will remain in Trellium. I don’t see why he’s too busy to help. It’s an important diplomatic mission, so his precious time is far from wasted.” The king smiled at Sebastian, and Sebastian stopped his fork a few inches from his mouth.


  Sebastian gulped, and his mother’s face lit up like a star. Not him too. He peeked around the table and watched Kevin, James, and Ophelia bury their noses in their food. Fine, don’t help me. I’ll tell the king exactly where he can stick—


  “Finding lost books is admirable, but doesn’t it seem lackluster when my son saved the prince’s life?” Lord Orwell asked with eyes red from drinking. Lady Orwell kicked him under the table but he continued, clearly not caring that he endangered her plans of matrimony. “Isn’t Lord Pasley stretched thin as it is? Shouldn’t he be ruling his lands and allow someone else to hold the title of Court Wizard?”


  “And who do you have in mind for the position, Lord Orwell?” King Harris asked as if he didn’t know the answer.


  “I have several heirs to look after the Orwell House, so the lands have ample protection in my stead. And it’s not a matter of magic ability really when you think about it. When was the last time a powerful wizard truly held that rank or that of Fir—ah!” Lord Orwell yelped as wine fell into his lap from his wife’s goblet.


  “Forgive me, dear, it was an accident. I’ll fix my blunder immediately!” Cynthia gripped her husband’s arm and dragged him out of his seat with little effort.


  “I wasn’t finished!” Lord Orwell tried to gain traction on the marble floor, but his wife showed no mercy.


  Sebastian’s sight focused on the ceiling as he contemplated how long it would take for news to spread that the disgruntled Lord Orwell almost publicly insulted the queen, a former First Knight. “Any more questions about why I avoid coming out with them in public?” he whispered to his siblings.


  “None,” Kevin said. “I thought I was desensitized to Father’s outbursts, but this is embarrassing even for me.”


  Kraven looked solemnly at his full plate. “I’ll never marry.”


  “Promise to take on the family name of your wife to be, and perhaps she’ll take you,” James suggested in a whisper so Demetrius and Pratchett couldn’t hear.


  “You won’t have to do anything that drastic,” Ophelia said as her white eyes took on a slightly bluish hue.


  “Really, Ophelia?” Kraven asked with a trembling smile.


  “Yes, so don’t worry about Mother and Father making ninnies of themselves. Bastian, if we could speak when you have a chance.” Ophelia’s blank eyes turned to her youngest brother.


  “Summon me when you’ve finished eating. I’ve lost my appetite,” Sebastian said.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN TAPPED lightly on Ophelia’s door. The door opened, and his sister, dressed in her usual black, stepped back to let him enter. The four-poster bed was decorated with plush lavender, and the wood was a deep cherry. “You’re lucky Mother isn’t sticking her nose into your affairs.” Sebastian’s feet glided across the newly polished floors. “She sees this and she’ll probably make you switch rooms.” Sebastian petted the scrollwork around the window and found fairies delicately carved between the leaves. “A point in his favor,” he murmured.


  “Please remember that your room is larger than mine,” Ophelia said.


  “I can avoid the subject by pretending the king was to blame.”


  “I’ll approach that topic another day. Now, I foresaw no damage to Kraven’s future, but Father’s actions will affect you more than the others.” Ophelia stretched out her hand, seeking the bed, and sat gracefully on its edge. She patted the soft surface for Sebastian to join her. He sat, and she leaned her head against his shoulder. “My vision was murky, but I saw trouble. I see two men fighting over you, but I can’t see their faces or the outcome.”


  Sebastian groaned. “Please, not another duel!”


  “The vision appeared darker. I think you need to keep an eye on Father.”


  “I figured that out on my own tonight. Why can’t he be happy with what he has? He lives in a great house that’s a little rough around the edges, but it would be in better repair if he spent money wisely.” Sebastian flopped down on his back and rubbed his temples.


  “I’m sorry your yearly trip was interrupted. I know our brothers think you’re a fool for rejecting the king’s comforts, but I also know how important it is for you to spend time away from us.” She shushed Sebastian when he tried to protest. “You love us, including our parents, more than you’ll admit, but you take on too many responsibilities. You burn out by the end of the year, and then you visit Harold when Mother and Father are forced to take care of me after people notice their negligence.” Ophelia placed two fingers over Sebastian’s lips when they moved again. “You need your space, and this year so did I.”


  “Because you’re contacting Lord Pasley through mirrors,” Sebastian said, knowing he was right.


  “Yes, and I didn’t want one of my pesky siblings butting in. I have to stay at the house for my safety but not because I’m helpless. I wish all of you didn’t treat me so,” Ophelia admitted.


  Sebastian sat up, surprised at the hurt in her words. “We don’t mean it that way. It’s just the horrible things they do to seers, like cutting out their eyes. I’m not mad about you speaking with Lord Pasley.” Ophelia raised an eyebrow, and her white gaze seemed to focus on him. “Some seer you are. I’m mad because you kept it a secret.”


  “And you were going to tell us about Prince Turren?”


  “That’s an entirely different mess and hardly a secret because of that brash idiot.”


  “And you’re not the least tempted to pursue more than a kiss?”


  Sebastian looked at his sister, and despite the lack of color, her eyes shined with hope. He didn’t know if it was for him or herself, but Sebastian didn’t have the heart to tell her the same lies he’d told the others. “I’m a little tempted,” he muttered. “I wished to remain in denial for a few more weeks and then tell you.”


  “This is why we get along so well. We both have the same strategies.” Ophelia giggled, and Sebastian wrapped his arms around her neck as he had done since he was a little boy.


  “Why would I think you’re helpless? You’re the strongest person I know, and I’m the one who always needs you.” Sebastian hugged her tighter just as a sharp knock rattled the door.


  “Come in, Diana,” Ophelia called out.


  Diana stuck head in the door. “The prince is looking for you, Mother is still screaming at Father in their room, and guess who just showed up with four demons posing as humans?”


  Ophelia groaned, and Sebastian fell on his back, holding a pillow to his face.


  “When you’re done smothering yourself, may I please borrow it after you?” Ophelia asked.


   


   


  “DARLING ALICE!” Cynthia lightly kissed her daughter’s cheeks while her husband stood by looking harangued. Sebastian almost felt sorry for him, but that time their father deserved to be put down.


  “Sebastian, I heard how you bravely fought off the prince’s assailants at grave danger to your own life. I had to come and see with my own eyes that you’re safe.” The hug she gave Sebastian was firm for her audience but held no affection. Alice’s thin frame couldn’t crush Sebastian, but that didn’t stop her from digging talons into his back.


  “What a surprise, dear sister. I hardly see you at the house, but you manage to come all this way when we’re guests of the king.” Alice’s nails sank deeper, but Sebastian ignored it, noticing one of her spawn wandering away from the pack and sneaking off down the hallway.


  “You are so unkind, Sebastian! Don’t make fun of your loving sister!” Alice’s voice sprang with false cheeriness.


  Sebastian laughed with as much gusto he could put into it and slapped his sister heartily on the back so hard she stumbled. Her dark green eyes glinting under her yellow bangs spoke of many hells to pay if Sebastian continued to be rude in public. Alice’s face twisted, and her mouth opened to spew a string of words not fit for decent people to hear when he smiled and pointed behind her. “By the way, May wandered off while you were greeting me and….” As if on cue, they heard the sounds of a suit of armor crashing to the floor. “I believe that was near the throne room.”


  Alice’s eyes widened in horror, and without a parting insult, she grabbed her white-trimmed yellow skirts and took off after her adventurous child. Of course she forgot about the three left behind standing next to her windblown husband. Sebastian took pity on the man like he always did. “She made you ride nonstop in case she missed her chance to dine like royalty.”


  Mernon smiled shyly, and it made him less plain. “That’s about right.”


  James arrived and shook the man’s hand. “Grab something to eat and then rest. We’ll watch the kids. Go to the kitchens and tell them you’re marriage-brother to Sebastian. I’m sure they’ll fill you with a hot meal.”


  “I’d appreciate that a lot, James, thank you.” Mernon bent down to speak with his children. “Your nice uncle is going to play with you after we eat and you’re going to behave, understand? No wandering off like May did,” he told the little girl and two boys still left in his care.


   


   


  KEVIN COLLAPSED onto the floor in James’s room. “How did I let you talk me into helping you babysit?”


  “Admit it, you had fun,” James teased.


  “It was depressing.” Ophelia brushed dust off her skirt.


  “I thought you enjoyed yourself too,” Sebastian said.


  “I did. The children were angels but they’re just like us. Monsters under Alice’s eye and when she’s away, they’re so sweet I want to take them home with us.”


  “Bite your tongue. They may be sweet, but I spent more energy keeping them entertained than walking to Harold’s on foot.” Sebastian dangled over the back of a chair next to James’s bed. “Alice was bound to make her children miserable. What’s so surprising about that?”


  “I began thinking what if Father started out like Mernon. Kind, thoughtful—” Ophelia explained, but Sebastian waved his arms in the air.


  “No way in any reality or world did our father start out nice. I refuse to acknowledge such a thing is possible,” he said.


  “I’m with Sebastian. I can’t remember a time when Father wasn’t an ass,” James chimed in.


  “But what if? What if when we were little, Father was an understanding man who patiently let us run him ragged while Mother berated him every day?” Kevin asked quietly. “Or what if Mother was the kind one and Father’s schemes made her bitter?”


  “He had good qualities when I was little, but it wasn’t Mother who drove him to be who he is today.” James’s voice had lost all its humor. “It was the fact that none of us had the magic his family was reputed to have. He was bitter by the time Diana was born, and he saw her powers as negligible. Even Richard wasn’t good enough for him. That’s why he let Richard go off seeking glory to restore the family’s name. Then Richard died and Father started taking every slight brought by fate as a personal injury. Mernon seems like an honest and noble man, so I doubt he’ll turn out to be like Father. And Mother was always Mother. Honestly, I never understood her.”


  “The four of you are depressing,” Diana said as she opened the door without knocking. “Mother wants to know why only four of her children showed up to an audience with the king in his library. She sent me to gather her wayward offspring.”


  Sebastian sneezed. “I think my adventures are bringing on a cold. I should rest for the night.”


  “Cute, but Mother said to drag you before your smitten prince whether you were in good health or coughing up blood.” Diana smirked. “Of course that part was whispered out of the king’s hearing.”


  “You better hope he loves you,” Kevin warned Sebastian. “Mother seems bent on you two marrying even if your life is at stake.”


  “That’s not her decision to make. Let’s make an appearance and get this over with.” Sebastian swung his leg to the side and rose to follow his siblings into a romantic trap.


  CHAPTER 11


   


   


  WARMTH BRUSHED Sebastian’s face when he entered the royal library. A fireplace lit the room, and the king sat closest to the flames with the captain on his left. To the king’s right was Sebastian’s mother, and behind her, his siblings. Fingers captured Sebastian’s wrist as he walked to an empty chair.


  “Please sit beside me. I promise I won’t bore you.” Prince Turren’s features sharpened as Sebastian’s eyes adjusted to the light.


  “I’m sorry but—” Sebastian’s denial faltered as his brothers and sisters filled the last seats. The remaining chair was by Turren’s side. Wonderful. Sebastian stepped around Turren’s knees but managed to stomp on a few toes. He wrapped his cloak tight around his body and sat so no part of him touched the prince.


  “For the sake of my feet, I think it’s best if I go to the cart and pour you a goblet of wine,” Turren said as he stood. He bowed to Sebastian and walked to the table of various wines and cheeses.


  Sebastian admitted to himself that the back looked as good as the front when he watched snug pants cling to Turren’s thigh muscles and ass. He was staring so intently that Turren paused while holding the wine bottle.


   


   


  TURREN SCANNED the room for the attentive gaze making his nape tingle, but no one was looking at him. He could have sworn he saw Sebastian’s head turn to the wall, but it was too dark to be sure. Turren returned to his task and filled a second glass. The short walk to his chair didn’t reveal any nervous movements that proved Sebastian guilty of eyeing his physique, so he gave a goblet to Sebastian and sat down without comment.


  “Thank you.”


  At least he’s being civil. “You’re welcome, Sebastian.” Turren sipped his wine but kept his goblet low enough so he could watch Sebastian drink. No skin was bared, but Turren listened to the sound of Sebastian’s throat swallowing.


  “You’re being pleasant tonight, Turren. Don’t stare.”


  “There isn’t much of you I can stare at. I’m jealous of your family for knowing what is under your hood.” Turren put his glass down on a shin-high table, one of which was placed in front of every group of chairs. “Thank you for saving my life, and I’m sorry it put your life in danger.”


   


   


  “WHY DID someone try to kill you?” Sebastian asked.


  “We don’t know. There hasn’t been trouble in Larnlyon lately, and I’ve been in Anerith for several months.” Turren scooted until he was pressed against the inside of his chair.


  “Is there anyone in Anerith who doesn’t want the country to get back on its feet?” Sebastian’s eyes were starting to droop, so he followed Turren’s example.


  “Very few people who aren’t already in prison or dead.”


  “I suggest you find the culprit before another attempt is made,” Sebastian said.


  Turren smiled around a slice of cheese. “Are you worried about me?”


  “Succession, civil war, we’ve already covered this topic.”


  “I hoped you were growing fond of me.”


  Sebastian opened his mouth to voice a rebuke but saw his mother angrily signaling him to encourage the prince. Sebastian turned his head so she was no longer in his peripheral vision. “You were….” Sebastian hastily drew back because Turren moved his head at the same time, and their mouths were now too close for Sebastian’s liking—even under the hood.


  “I wonder if I could have stolen a kiss,” Turren murmured.


  “I would have broken your nose a second time,” Sebastian growled.


  Turren’s smile returned with the obvious implication that a kiss would have been worth the pain.


  “Shut up.” Sebastian would have said more, but a grape bounced off his head. He looked in the direction of the missile and rolled his eyes at his mother and Alice giving him horrified looks. He moved on and directed his gaze to Kevin popping grapes in his mouth. A hand slipping off his hood brought Sebastian’s attention back to his persistent suitor.


  Turren shrugged. “You were distracted and a man should always try his luck.”


  Lady Orwell intervened. “Your Highness, you’ve developed into a fine young gentleman. Any plans to marry now that you will be home?”


  “I am still young, Lady Orwell, but if an honest and exceptional man caught my eye, I would do anything to make him my husband.”


  “I wish you luck in finding such a man, Your Highness.” Lady Orwell beamed at her youngest son while sneaking a glare at Demetrius, who suddenly appeared interested in their conversation.


  “I’m sure an earl practiced in looking after his lands would be the perfect match, Your Highness.” Sebastian took a healthy gulp of his wine and swallowed the last drop.


  “It’s not rank that makes a man worthy of ruling by my side, Sebastian. It takes strength, kindness, and the courage to tell me I’m wrong.”


  “It’s a good thing I can only be accused of the latter,” Sebastian said under his breath.


  “You shoved a wounded man you don’t like onto a horse and brought him to Trellium’s gates, where my condition could have earned you an execution. You have all three traits and more, Sebastian,” Turren whispered, then said loudly to Sebastian’s mother, “I’m sorry for being rude. We disagreed on a few tedious points, and I didn’t want to bore the lady. We’ve become removed from the discussion I wanted to bring up. My father and I agreed that the royal family should throw a ball in honor of my savior.”


  Sebastian watched Demetrius’s expression fill with hope at the sound of disagreement and fall at the word savior. His determination to marry royalty is just sad. “That is too much, Your Highness. Any subject would do the same.”


  “Nonsense,” said King Harris. “I heartily support it. Our people would think me a miser if I didn’t properly thank you, and I will supply your family with attire fit for royalty. How can you say no, Sir Orwell?”


  Sebastian’s appreciation for life helped him bite his tongue and withhold his first response. “You are a considerate ruler, Your Majesty. I am honored.” His voice breathed sincerity, and Prince Turren frowned.


  “Are you up to something?” Turren whispered.


  Sebastian straightened his back and spoke clearly. “Of course not. I’m looking forward to a ball, and I relish the idea of making my parents proud.”


  Lady Orwell’s face was calm beauty for King Harris, but it slowly transformed into a mask that couldn’t hide the threat of future doom if her son sabotaged their night in the king’s favor.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN HAD just placed two playing cards on Ophelia’s bed when a series of hard knocks on the door broke his concentration.


  “It’s Prince Turren, Miss Orwell. May I enter?”


  Ophelia snatched the cards up while Sebastian scrambled under the covers. She shoved the cards under her bodice and felt around for her chair where she had discarded her knitting kit. Scooping her skirts beneath her, Ophelia sank onto the cushion and adjusted her posture until she was the embodiment of a bored caretaker. “Please come in, Your Highness,” she said demurely.


  Sebastian rolled his eyes but kept his body posed in the guise of a sick man. He coughed pitifully when the door opened. His fake hacking became real when Prince Turren gracefully bowed to the siblings in a sapphire robe that brushed against fitted black leather pants. The buttons of the prince’s white shirt were sapphires set in silver. Sebastian wondered why Turren was infatuated with a cloaked grump whose face he had never seen.


  “My lady.” Prince Turren lifted Ophelia’s hand and kissed it gently, eliciting a smile from Sebastian’s traitorous sister. Softly releasing her hand, Prince Turren focused on his immobile guest. “Sir Orwell, I was concerned after James told me of your sudden affliction. I thought it my duty to visit you instead of dancing in your absence. Shall I bring you a meal from the banquet?”


  “Nonsense, Prince Turren. Enjoy yourself.” Sebastian pitched his voice lower to add to his list of symptoms.


  “Do you need a pot of tea? Because your voice sounds… gruff.” Prince Turren asked just as politely as his earlier words, but tension squared his wide shoulders when he bent down closer to Sebastian.


  Sebastian abandoned his affected tone and spoke normally. “No thank you, Your Highness. I would prefer it if I could rest tonight.”


  “If you say so, but Ophelia’s covers seem too light for someone as ill as you.” Prince Turren lifted up the blanket and then ran his fingers over the sheets underneath Sebastian. “This simply won’t do.” His fingers tightened on the cloth, and Prince Turren yanked as hard as he could, spilling Sebastian into his arms with a startled yelp. “You’re too weak not to eat, and if your strength is failing you, then I shall carry you to the banquet.” Turren clutched his struggling parcel to his chest and nodded to Ophelia, whose face didn’t twitch during the turn of events.


  “You could have warned me!” Sebastian fought against his captor, but Turren was too damn big and tall to get any leverage.


  “It wouldn’t have mattered,” Prince Turren said calmly while walking out of the room.


  “Put me down, dammit!”


  “Such renewed vigor! I must be doing the right thing if you’re recovering so quickly.” Prince Turren adjusted his bundle again. “How am I touching you?”


  Sebastian was curious about that himself. He glared suspiciously at the prince from under his hood. “How powerful are you compared to the king’s cousin?”


  “I have more magic than Frederick. He says I would make a legendary wizard if I didn’t have to spend so much time on our country’s affairs. I could barely touch you before, so why should that matter now?” Prince Turren turned down a hallway and toward a staircase.


  “You’re annoyed with me and leaking magic. It’s not a surprise from an untrained ruffian.” Sebastian grunted when Turren skipped down the steps as if he weighed nothing. Servants, lords, and ladies mingled near the bottom of the stairs. Sebastian dug his fingers into Turren’s neck, and the prince stopped his descent.


  “Is there a problem, Sir Orwell?” Prince Turren asked innocently while looking at the crowd who hadn’t noticed them yet.


  “I’ll go down willingly if you put me on my feet.”


  “But you’re weak and it’s my responsibility to look after you.” Turren scrunched his face up, but his arms didn’t falter. “If you promised me a dance, I would consider that evidence of your recovery.”


  “You owe me your life, you….” Sebastian trailed off when he spotted his mother and Alice among the crowd.


  Turren smirked.


  “One dance.”


   


   


  THEY’RE A tedious bunch, but at least they’re leaving me alone. Their initial shock from seeing him on the prince’s arm had worn off, and foreign dignitaries soon dragged Turren away. Sebastian played wallflower in a wash of white magelight that reflected off the glass in their brass enclosures. Dresses and robes whirled around him in a dizzying spell, so Sebastian kept his eyes on the dark blue wine in his cup.


  “Are you going to sit the entire night?”


  Sebastian raised his head and looked at his mother. I can’t even insult her because calling her ugly would be a blatant lie. Her gown matched her golden locks, and several people watched her with admiration. Caspian Orwell was a sweaty, balding mess, but Cynthia belonged among the royalty. “You have other sons and daughters, Mother.” Sebastian lowered his eyes back to his drink.


  “Your siblings are hopeless. Except for Ophelia.” Cynthia sat next to her rebellious son, and Sebastian’s head shot up. Ophelia danced in the arms of Lord Pasley, matching him step for step. “Your blind sister knows her duty, and you ignore the affections of a prince.” Cynthia smiled brightly, but her voice was a low hiss.


  “If Ophelia pursues a courtship, then it’s because she wants to and not out of duty.” Sebastian finished his wine. “Congratulations, Mother, your plan worked.” He stood. “I would rather trot into a dragon’s den than spend another moment with you.”


  Diana looked to be busily engaging other apothecaries and healers, and Sebastian wasn’t going to drag Ophelia away from her fun because he was bored. He wandered through dancers and groups of men and women conversing. A group of men his own age fell silent when Sebastian passed by them. He looked up, and all of their eyes were on him. Sebastian kept walking until a dark-haired man cleared his throat.


  “Good evening, Sir Orwell. I thank you for saving the prince.” The speaker tipped his head respectfully, and the others mimicked him with less enthusiasm.


  Sebastian bit back his first reply and decided to play nice. “It would be devastating if Larnlyon lost Prince Turren. Anyone else in the same position would have risen to the occasion.”


  “Anyone else probably would have arrived to a ball thrown in his honor on time,” a man behind the first speaker joined in. “Don’t you agree, Earl Grenwish?”


  “Lord Ulani’s words do bear some thought. He was not the only one who believed you might fail to make an appearance tonight, but I was sure that a man from such an esteemed family would grace this hall eventually.” Earl Grenwish’s smile never faltered, and its sincerity was only questioned by his words.


  Sebastian turned his hood toward the earl, knowing how eerie he looked. “Forgive me, Earl Grenwish, I was attending my sister, Ophelia. I wrongly assumed that men of your stature understood familial obligations.” He spread his hands across the whole group and said cheerfully, “But don’t worry, lords.” Sebastian let the full rasp of his voice tinge the last word. “You’ll receive your inheritance and lands regardless of your ability to rule or any proof that you understand the word responsibility.”


  “Is there a problem?”


  Sebastian stared straight ahead and didn’t acknowledge Prince Turren’s presence while the other men bowed.


  Earl Grenwish’s cheeks bloomed red with rage. “How dare—” He was cut off by Prince Turren raising his hand.


  “Sebastian doesn’t answer to you, and if I find his behavior unacceptable, I will address it myself.” Prince Turren placed a hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. “He is my hero and we feast in his honor. Isn’t that right, Sir Orwell?”


  Prince Turren was everything young royalty should be down to the silver medallion around his neck that Sebastian wanted to choke him with. I do not need to be saved! Sebastian let awkward silence take over until the third remark in his head sounded less harmful to his freedom. First he had to get that damn hand off his shoulder. “Prince Turren… your hand.” There, he said it without spitting the words out.


  “Ah, how forward of me.” Turren unabashedly dropped it after a brief squeeze. “Would you care for another goblet of wine?” White teeth filled Sebastian’s vision as Turren placed himself between Sebastian and the others.


  “What are you doing?” Sebastian asked.


  “I want to ensure that no fights break out during the ball. Your words can be inflammatory, and not in such a good way to others,” Prince Turren explained.


  “I would never lay a finger on your rescuer, Prince Turren. Please consider him safe no matter how heated our words.” Earl Grenwish bowed again.


  The earl’s words caught Sebastian off guard, and he laughed from the depths of his belly. Many guests stopped dancing to watch, but that only made Sebastian laugh harder.


  “Um, Sebastian?” Prince Turren asked, his face a comical blend of concern and wonder. “Are you all right?”


  Sebastian inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry,” he said while exhaling. “I’m safe whether our encounter is words… or otherwise.” He chuckled again. “It’ll be a cold day in Ohtil before a pampered group of play soldiers lay a finger on me without bleeding first.” For a moment Earl Grenwish looked as if he dearly wished he could take his oath back. Under his hood, Sebastian smiled wickedly. He patted Prince Turren on the back harder than required and watched as the men squawked their outrage. Prince Turren’s brighter smile almost made him regret his action. He jerked his hand away, but Turren caught it.


  “Turren, Sebastian.” Everyone, including Sebastian, bowed for King Harris. “I’m happy I found you two together. There aren’t enough dancers, and I was hoping Turren and his guest of honor could remedy that.”


  “I’m not a very good dancer, and I think my mother is calling for me,” Sebastian lied.


  “I just spoke with her. She thought if you didn’t feel comfortable, then Turren could teach you. He owes you his life. Surely a dance lesson is within his power to give,” King Harris suggested.


  “Yes, I could teach him all night if I must!” Prince Turren exclaimed. Earl Grenwish raised his brow but wisely stayed silent.


  “Prince Turren is too important to spend all his time with me.”


  “But you’re so delighted with his company that you can’t keep your hands off him.” King Harris’s grin became predatory, and Sebastian knew he was trapped. “I was young once too. Now off with you lads.” King Harris allowed no room for escape as he placed Turren’s hand on Sebastian’s wrist and pushed them toward the crowd of dancers.


   


   


  “THIS IS your fault for antagonizing Grenwish,” Prince Turren said as he kept Sebastian at a respectable distance.


  “I was calm until you decided to put your nose where it didn’t belong. And stop twirling me!” Sebastian said as Turren spun him for the third time.


  “I can’t help myself. You rarely give me an opportunity to hold you.”


  “The reason why no longer eludes me.” The music slowed, and Sebastian gave a warning shake of his head when Prince Turren placed a hand on his hip.


  Prince Turren shrugged. “You’re a fine dancer, Bastian. Your cloak is the only thing that makes you stand out. Would you consider removing it if you were under my protection?”


  “It’s complicated,” Sebastian bit out. Turren’s hand slid out of his fingers and pulled on his arm to prevent attempts at escape. “Don’t flatter yourself.”


  “I can be simple, but I’m not a fool. If it were easy, I would know more than the color of your eyes. I’m asking, could you remove it if you were under the future king’s protection?” Turren lowered his lips close to Sebastian’s ear. It tingled under the cowl from his breath. “As Prince Consort Sebastian.”


  Sebastian didn’t want to answer because he hadn’t decided if Turren’s courtship was the genuine interest of a man or misguided admiration that had failed to dispel after childhood. Either way, it was hard to think with a hand cradling the middle of his back and Turren’s chest flush with his own. Wait a…. “When did you get this close?” Sebastian tried to squirm out of Turren’s grasp, but their close proximity made it hard to accomplish. “Damn you, let me go!” he hissed.


  “Shush. The others are enjoying our dance, and you should do the same,” Turren advised while pressing Sebastian tighter against him, but having the decency to keep the smallest fraction of air between their lower extremities.


  Sebastian frowned and surveyed the rest of the room that had fallen still and given the prince the illusion of privacy on the floor. Sebastian was accustomed to dislike, disgust, pity, but not the emotion that schooled the well-bred lords’ and ladies’ faces into tight smiles: envy. Sebastian sighed and lowered his head onto Turren’s shoulder. “You’re going to get me killed,” he said when his eyes fell upon the only true smile in the hall, which, while beautiful, was the most terrifying omen of them all: his mother’s.


  CHAPTER 12


   


   


  SEBASTIAN DIDN’T knock away the knee that rested against his own while he and Turren sorted through magical tomes and artifacts. “They let you stroll out of Anerith with this much treasure?”


  “Arguments over their ownership started to flare. They couldn’t afford another civil war.” Turren placed his hand gently on Sebastian’s knee and paused when Sebastian faced him. “There is a strange mood about you today. You’re not annoyed with me, but you’re also not closer. Why?”


  Sebastian tapped his fingers on his book, but he didn’t lower his eyes from the sapphire gaze. “I think I’m being cruel to you.”


  Turren closed the book on his lap. “Mean, brusque, but not cruel.”


  “I’m not talking about my behavior in general, though I will admit being more confrontational than necessary. No, I’m being cruel because I’m giving you false hope.”


  “They may not be as strong as mine, but I know you have feelings for me too.”


  “That’s not enough.”


  “It’s a small thing to you, Bastian, but it means as much to me as Larnlyon does.” Determination shined in his dark blue eyes. “My family will not interfere, and I don’t care that you’re not a lord or first in your line. Tell me the curse which ails you and I will fix it.”


  Sebastian pulled away and scrambled to his feet. “I didn’t like you playing knight when we were kids, and I don’t like it now.”


  Turren stood up with more grace than Sebastian and crossed his arms. “Whatever you say, I will not withdraw my courtship.”


  “Friendship or nothing,” Sebastian demanded and twisted away when Turren grabbed his shoulder. “I will ride home today, assassins or no assassins if your answer is anything other than friendship.” Sebastian watched Turren drop his hand to his side. “I want your answer soon, Prince Turren. Don’t you care about my well-being?”


  Turren bowed and reached for Sebastian’s hand. “I swear upon my future crown that I shall obey your request until you deem me worthy of being more than an ally and strong enough to be your husband.” He straightened. “Are you satisfied?”


  Sebastian sighed. “Adequate, but using your father’s or Captain Pembrost’s authority to find out ‘my curse’ is cheating.”


  Turren tilted his head. “Agreed, as long as you don’t deny me the right to find out what ails my friend.”


  “Agreed.” Turren didn’t release Sebastian’s hand after they shook on their promise. “You can let go of me.” Sebastian removed his hand forcefully. He rubbed it down his cloak so he could forget Turren’s touch and walked toward the door. “I need a break, and I’ll return in an hour.” He escaped into the hallway, where he nearly collided with a servant carrying their meals. “Sorry. I’ll take my plate and goblet from your hands. I’m going to eat in my room.” Sebastian took his share from the man, and a hint of sweet Mena ivy tickled his nose. The scent grew stronger as he lifted the cup.


  Sebastian looked at the servant and dropped to the floor just as a blade sank into the door where his head used to be. He yanked on his assailant’s pants as hard as he could and scuttled on all fours backward while the other man tried to pull his pants up. Sebastian opened his mouth to yell, but the assassin lunged at him with a second knife. Sebastian dodged it just as the door jerked open. Turren stood in the doorway with his sword at the ready. He stalked to their attacker, but the man shouted a spell that threw the prince onto his back. Boots could be heard down the hall, and the man turned to flee.


  Not a chance in hell, bastard. Sebastian whispered to a wooden table in the man’s path, and a vine snatched the assassin off his feet as he passed by. The assassin lay prone on the floor, and blood pooled across the marble.


  “That was Anerithian magic he shouted at me,” Turren said as he got to his feet and castle guards descended on the hallway.


  “There was another attack near the main library,” Captain Pembrost said as he joined them. He moved Prince Turren and Sebastian to a wall for privacy. “They tried to take one of the books, but I was nearby and stopped the theft. What happened here?”


  Turren tightened his fingers on his sword. “I saw the knife go through the door and ran to Sebastian’s aid. I tried to open the door, but the knife warded it shut.”


  “Then he came bumbling out into the middle of it and almost got himself killed,” Sebastian said.


  “I was ready. I made my own ward before I finally got the door opened or that spell would have done more than knock me down,” Turren said.


  “I just don’t see how he tripped and fell on his knife,” Captain Pembrost said after glancing at the body.


  “It was a fortunate turn of events, Captain. You should take it as a blessing that Prince Turren was uninjured,” Sebastian said, hoping Captain Pembrost would stop contemplating the assassin’s strange death.


  “A blessing….” Captain Pembrost squinted at the assassin’s leg. “And perhaps intervention,” he muttered.


  Sebastian followed the captain’s gaze and spied a piece of twig twisted around an ankle.


  Turren turned to the body and frowned. “What do the two of you see?”


  “Nothing. Captain Pembrost is being annoyingly efficient.” Sebastian gave the body a final look, knowing he had no choice in his action, and dismissed any guilt from his mind. “This excitement is tiresome, so—”


  “Let me through! If my son is harmed!” Lord Orwell’s voice carried over to Sebastian.


  “Both of our sons are unharmed. There is no need to make a spectacle of yourself,” King Harris berated Lord Orwell.


  The three of them raised their heads to find Lord Orwell and King Harris standing next to each other.


  “I should have moved faster.” Sebastian groaned.


  “Sebastian!” Lord Orwell glared at King Harris when the guards blocked their path.


  “Captain Pembrost,” King Harris said.


  “This area is cleared of spells. It should be safe to enter, Your Majesty.”


  The guards dispersed to the side and let them pass.


  “Aah!” Sebastian was captured in Lord Orwell’s arms and hunched his shoulders when his head pressed into Lord Orwell’s chest. He had been trained by one of the most powerful wizards in Larnlyon. He could recite the whole book of Selene’s Secrets, mend a wound with twine and needle, drop to the ground and roll to douse his body if covered in flames, but Sebastian was stumped by the fact that his father was hugging him. He awkwardly circled his arms around Lord Orwell and allowed the embrace to tighten.


  “There, there, my son. It’s all right, you’re safe now.” Lord Orwell grasped Sebastian’s shoulders and took a step back so he could glare at Turren. “No thanks to him! That’s twice he owes you his life and you were nearly killed.”


  King Harris frowned at the accusation. “My son is not responsible, but I will find out who is. Fred—”


  “I’m right here, Harris.” The court wizard bent over the body, examining tattoos under the assassin’s tunic. “Both of you are lucky to be alive,” he said while dropping the cloth and standing. “A Deathsmith, and trained in Jesaro by the looks of it.”


  Lord Orwell sucked in his breath. “Gather your siblings. We’re leaving.”


  Sebastian blinked. “I doubt—”


  “Silence, and do as I say!” Lord Orwell shouted.


  Sebastian usually stood his ground, but his father was sweating, and he could almost smell the fear wafting off him. “Yes, Father.”


   


   


  “THE ASSASSIN did not succeed, and King Harris has called all of his wizards to the castle. I see no reason to leave,” Lady Orwell said while grasping for the bag in her husband’s hand.


  Lord Orwell tossed it into the carriage with the rest of their belongings, and Lady Orwell stared glumly at the castle whose rich comforts they were abandoning.


  “We may not have another chance like this. Why are you throwing it away?” Lady Orwell blocked the carriage door with her body while the Orwell offspring watched with mixed expressions of embarrassment and anger.


  “Why do we have to leave too?” Alice whined as she sat atop her wagon with her husband and children.


  “One more complaint and I will show you that while my magic is nearly gone, I know how to use it effectively.” Lord Orwell’s brown eyes flared, and his family grew quiet.


  “He actually looks threatening,” Kevin whispered to James.


  “He’s afraid. Do as he says for now, and we’ll find out the truth later,” James whispered back.


  “For now, but that bastard and I will have words when we reach the house,” Diana promised grimly.


  Lord Orwell’s eyes hardened on his youngest son, and Sebastian wondered what he had done wrong until strong fingers squeezed his forearm.


  “I wanted to say good-bye.” Turren smiled shyly, and ignoring Lord Orwell’s glare he led Sebastian off to the side.


  Sebastian sighed. “As a friend wishing me a safe journey?”


  “For now.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “You have your pick of royalty and you choose a man with a mind-addled family. I fear for Larnlyon’s future if you don’t make better decisions.”


  “If you have no feelings for me, I will drop my courtship and leave you in peace.”


  “Did you know that you rub your thumb on your thigh whenever you lie?” Sebastian asked.


  Turren grinned. “That answers my question. An uninterested man never would have noticed.” Turren slipped his fingers to Sebastian’s wrist. “You have an open invitation to the castle as my personal guest, so please don’t wait years to visit again.”


  “I guess that’s safer than waiting for you to be stabbed again. Fine, I’ll see you again in a month or two when I’m due to see Harold—as a friend.”


  “Thank you. Also, did you see what the assassin tripped over?” Turren asked. “It’s been bothering me all day.”


  “No. I have to leave before the guards think my father is trying to curse you.” Sebastian turned his back on Turren and hoped his worry over their companionship wasn’t justified.


   


   


  “WHY ARE we traveling at night?” Lady Orwell complained. “This makes no sense if you’re so concerned about our safety.”


  “A night out in the woods is safer than the castle,” Lord Orwell said without taking his eyes off the road.


  Sebastian listened to his mother snipe at his father for the first half of the trip, but Lord Orwell remained stubbornly curt. He heard Ophelia grunt behind him and looked to see Kraven helping her regain her balance.


  “Father, the pace is too fast,” James chastised.


  “We should rest,” Kevin suggested.


  “No.” Lord Orwell shook his head. “We’ll slow down, but we are not stopping.”


  “If you were worried, then we should have taken the guards that King Harris offered.” Lady Orwell impatiently ran a hand through her hair, which had come undone from their hard travel.


  “Sebastian saved Prince Turren’s life, and the king gave him an escort into the city. That is all. The king is no longer obligated to us, so we will have nothing to do with him from now on. We did our duty,” Lord Orwell said firmly.


  “I don’t recall that being your decision,” Sebastian spoke up.


  “That is because you’re the most foolish of my children,” Lord Orwell said.


  Sebastian snorted. “I—” Or he meant to say that except that no sound came out of his mouth. He inhaled and exhaled slowly, keeping his temper and trying not to reveal his magic by displacing the spell. Diana touched his hand holding the reins, and Sebastian’s voice returned with a squeak.


  “Father, that was rude,” Ophelia said.


  “So is speaking back to your parents. Enough, all of you. We’ll talk when we’re out of the woods and away from curious ears.” Lord Orwell ended the argument.


  CHAPTER 13


   


   


  “THAT ASS is avoiding us,” Diana said while daylight faded. “He said nothing last night, and if he thinks I’ll let him get away with it twice, he is mistaken.”


  “Drink your tea. You don’t need any more wrinkles,” Lady Orwell advised. “How is it that you have more wrinkles than I do? People always wonder if you are my mother.”


  “James, why did you let Father run away to purchase a damned table?” Diana ignored their mother.


  “I didn’t let him do anything. The kitchen table was broken when I came downstairs, and he shoved a pot of an unfinished potion into my arms. I wasn’t dumb enough to drop it so I could chase after him. What was that potion anyways?” James grumbled.


  “Scrying potion,” Lady Orwell said while stirring more sugar into her cup.


  “Why can’t he use a mirror like normal people?” Kevin asked.


  Their mother kept stirring but said nothing.


  “You need a big pot of potion when you’re scrying for something far away or someone who doesn’t want to be found.” Diana smiled sweetly at their mother. “A person with that kind of potion usually isn’t scrying for anything respectable.”


  “Yes, bitterness will definitely add wrinkles,” Lady Orwell snarled at Diana.


  Diana squinted at her. “You know, I think you have a point.”


  “Demetrius and Pratchett caught fish,” Ophelia said cheerfully as she loudly climbed down the stairs. The door opened and they stepped inside, apparently not surprised that their appearance had been expected. Food brokered a temporary peace, and Sebastian helped clean the fish with his other brothers who hadn’t caught their supper.


   


   


  “DO ALL of you have to stare at me while I eat?” Caspian Orwell asked while lifting his fork to his mouth. He had stomped in not long after the fish had been cooked and divvied up.


  “Diana says you’re using questionable spells,” Pratchett said without any regard to the glob of meat still in his mouth.


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. “It’s not questionable but rarely used nowadays.”


  “Name one respectable wizard who’s used it recently?” Diana asked but waved the question away. “Never mind, just tell us what you were doing.”


  “Where’s Alice?” Their father put down his fork and tilted his ear for any sounds of the unruly brood.


  “She’s letting the kids run around outside for her sanity.” Lady Orwell pulled a pipe out of her bodice and snapped her fingers at Diana.


  “There’re matches in the cabinets.” Diana leaned against the kitchen wall and raised a brow.


  Lady Orwell reached into her pocket again and withdrew a pouch. She tumbled a small bit into her pipe and rolled her eyes. “Please, Diana.”


  Diana pushed away from the wall and walked to their mother’s chair. She held out her hand, and Lady Orwell gave her the pipe. “Why do you have an enchanted pipe when you always use up your magic?” Diana asked after heating the bowl and returning the pipe.


  “Appearances are everything, and it pains me that you still don’t understand the necessities that gave you a roof over your head.” Lady Orwell inhaled deeply and released a green cloud into the air.


  “I’m beginning to wonder if those necessities will put a noose or an ax around Father’s neck,” Sebastian mumbled.


  “With the exception of a few instances of blackmail, I’ve kept my master’s oaths,” Lord Orwell said. “I wasn’t foolish enough to linger when they started planning capital crimes.”


  James sat down and buried his head in his hands. “I don’t think I want to be here.”


  “Father isn’t perfect, but he is a good man when it counts.” Ophelia placed her hand on Lord Orwell’s shoulder.


  Lord Orwell patted Ophelia’s hand and chuckled. “Yes, I did do the right thing so many years ago. That may lead to all of our deaths.”


  “There was no reason for you to fetch me like a disorderly child!” Alice’s angry voice rang through the house.


  “I didn’t mean to interrupt you and Mernon. Ow!” Kevin cried out at the tramp of several feet.


  “You piece of shit!” Alice shrieked.


  Children’s gasps filled the entrance, and Lady Orwell rubbed her temples.


  “Please stop teasing my wife, Kevin,” Mernon asked quietly.


  Lord Orwell looked at the kitchen table and then toward the entrance. “Why did we have so many?” Before his sons and daughters could voice their retorts, he shouted, “Alice, send your children upstairs and bring Mernon into the kitchen with you!”


  Several complaints rose up from Sebastian’s nephews and nieces, but Alice quickly shushed them and dragged her unwilling children upstairs. Moments later, she entered the kitchen with Mernon and Kevin at her back. “All of us have assembled to hear your crimes, Father,” she said while Mernon untangled two chairs from a stack blocking the window.


  “Some of them,” Lord Orwell corrected.


  “If you’re offended, Alice, nothing is stopping you from jumping into your wagon and going back home,” Lady Orwell said as she stood. She walked to the cabinets to remove cups, and James got up to help her.


  When two wine flagons were empty and several glasses were full, Lord Orwell took a deep breath and began his tale. “There were four of us under Master Uvel. He was years past his prime but decided to keep teaching anyway. A mistake on his part, but advantageous for us. No other wizard thought I was worth taking under his wing, and the other three could learn magic without their teacher knowing what kind of monsters they were. Feoras was the self-righteous sort, and he fell for Trenton’s swill like everybody else. Dalia was a murderer, so she didn’t need much persuasion. But I, Caspian Orwell, whose ancestors sold off most of the family land and lost so much of their magic, turned out to be the one with the conscience.” He stared into his goblet that was surprisingly still full and set it aside. “After Master Uvel died, they offered up our services to the highest bidder. They also made it plain that although I had little power, my participation was mandatory.”


  “Then your magic began to fade?” James asked.


  “No, I pretended that my magic faded.” Lord Orwell chuckled. “Only a madman would throw away his livelihood, so they believed me.” All of his children looked at him with shock while Lady Orwell sipped her wine.


  “All this damn time, your magic worked just fine!” Demetrius jabbed his goblet in their father’s direction, almost sloshing drops on Kraven’s shirt. “What about that winter three years ago when the wagon broke down? What about the time I frightened that stupid Tren skunk and you said there was nothing you could do to get the smell off me?”


  “You were wearing enough clothing, and you shouldn’t have been teasing it.” Lord Orwell shrugged.


  Demetrius leaped out of his chair, but Kraven and Diana grabbed his arms. “You’re a useless bastard! I bet you’re lying! You’re nothing but a washed-up old man who can only do parlor tricks! Trenton and whoever left you behind. You’re not better than anybody!”


  “I’m smart enough to remove myself from the company of men and women who probably tried to kill Prince Turren,” Lord Orwell said patiently. “I wonder if fate didn’t intervene and leave me so many stunted children. I doubt many of you would have made the same decision.”


  “Sobriety does wonders for your intelligence. Do you plan on making this a habit?” Sebastian asked.


  “For the time being.” Lord Orwell sighed. “If I don’t get my ducks in a row, we might be dragged into this mess whether we want to be or not. Trenton knows I’m in Larnlyon, and he’s not dumb. We stay away from the castle and Prince Turren.”


  “We can’t avoid King Harris forever. That would make us look even more suspicious,” his wife pointed out.


  “Our family’s safety trumps social climbing, dear.”


  “Are you sure it’s Trenton?” Sebastian asked.


  “I’ve had eyes on him since the last time he walked out our door. Due to recent events in Anerith, I’ve been waiting for him to make a move,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I was beginning to respect you, old man. Are you suggesting we do nothing and hide?” Kevin asked.


  “Um….” James blinked. “I was going to ask the same thing.”


  “I’m all for living privately and letting the royals look after themselves, but you know who attacked Prince Turren. What kind of home will any of us have if Turren dies and our country falls into a civil war?” Kevin asked.


  “Trenton is more powerful than Lord Pasley and the queen. Who exactly do you think stands a chance against him?” Silence met Lord Orwell’s question, and he spread his hands across the table. “Nobody in this family goes near the castle, or you endanger us all.”


  James raised his pointer finger. “Why hide your magic this whole time? Didn’t Trenton stop caring about you?”


  “You notice how you’ve lived almost forty years, and this is the only time we’ve had to worry about my past enemies?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “You say that as if it’s something to be proud of,” James said.


  “It is.” Lord Orwell smiled. “Passing myself off as a harmless, washed-up wizard is my greatest con yet.” He leaned back in his seat. “Now, since I told you ingrates the truth, I expect your full obedience.”


   


   


  “WHY DIDN’T Ophelia see it?” Sebastian asked his father after his siblings had gone to sleep. His mother was outside chopping wood. His father was still seated at the table, stroking the cup of wine.


  “It’s been centuries, but she isn’t the first seer to appear in my line. I know a few tricks to dodge her visions, and Ophelia is considerate of my privacy more often than not.”


  “Seeing into the hearts of others. In a way, your magic is a weaker copy of Ophelia’s. How much do you know?” Sebastian stood next to his father’s chair.


  “You should continue hiding your magic until Trenton is out of the country, and I would tell you to sleep in Prince Turren’s bed once if that would lessen your desire, but you were always the sensitive one.”


  “You are a shitty, shitty old man,” Sebastian said. “Why do people call you weak? Whether Trenton admitted it or not, he needed your magic.”


  “My gift is common, and the only thing that separates me from the others is that I had a better teacher.” Lord Orwell shrugged. “If Trenton thought me powerful, he would have killed me years ago. Don’t see Prince Turren. You’ve chosen family before. All I’m asking you to do is continue life as if you never saved the prince. He is nothing to us, and you will endanger Ophelia. He’s exactly the type of person we protect her from, and we don’t need his attention on us.”


  “We both know you’re using her as an excuse.” Sebastian wouldn’t let his father persuade him with guilt.


  “Fine, you care about him. But why should we get killed for your lust?”


  “Why does he deserve to die? So that we can cower?” Sebastian countered. “He’s a good man, and what will happen if Trenton succeeds? It’s not about the throne. Trenton is after him for a reason that has something to do with Anerith. Do you know more?”


  “My old friend had a hand in persuading the former king, Alchone, to kill his own parents.”


  Sebastian grabbed the goblet out of his father’s fingers. He upended it and finished the wine in a few gulps. “Was he the one who turned them to stone?”


  “No. Those kinds of spells are meant more for punishment than for killing. It wasn’t Trenton’s style either. I always assumed it was a wizard settling an old grudge who underestimated Alchone’s practicality and skill with a hammer.”


  Sebastian licked his lips. “If I ask if you know which wizard started that whole mess, would you answer truthfully?”


  “No.”


  “I should have known your well of honesty would dry up soon. I’ll stay away from Prince Turren on one condition.”


  Lord Orwell lifted his chin and glared at his rebellious son. “No.”


  “Take it or leave it.”


  “You mean to tell that damn wizard everything. This is family business, Sebastian!”


  “It’s not my business to let innocent people die. You give me leave to tell Harold, or I’ll ride to the castle tonight.”


  “No contact with the prince?”


  “None.” Sebastian put the empty cup on the table.


  “I liked it better when you had no friends.” Lord Orwell knocked the cup over with his hand.


  “I live to please you and Mother.”


  “Ha! I’m surprised such a great lie doesn’t choke you.”


  Sebastian squinted at Lord Orwell, looking at the shape of his hands and receding hairline. Completely normal down to the size of his damn fingernails, but I know that’s not true. “What are you?”


  “What are you on about now?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “You slipped up, old man. James and Kevin are the only ones who can pick up that potion pot when it’s full. I assumed their abnormal strength was from Mother.” Sebastian tilted his head at Lord Orwell. “But something always bugged me about you two. Despite all of your faults, I know you love each other, so why is Mother unbothered that she’s married to a human with a shorter lifespan?”


  Lord Orwell shrugged. “Your mother is an open-minded woman.”


  Sebastian smiled. “One day you’re going to slip up again.” He turned his back on his father. “Have unpleasant dreams, old man.”


  CHAPTER 14


   


   


  “TRENTON KEYES?” Harold asked while he and Sebastian placed a new shipment of books on shelves.


  “Have you heard of him?”


  “Arrogant, powerful, nothing out of the ordinary when it comes to wizards seeking fame. I didn’t know much about him while he was in Larnlyon, but rumors of his crimes in Anerith have reached here. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him that I forgot he and your father shared a teacher.”


  “Why isn’t he imprisoned with King Orsen’s other wizards?”


  Harold pulled off his glasses and removed a cloth from his vest. He breathed on his glasses and wiped the lenses. “Trenton liked to delegate. He made a persuasive case that he was only obeying Orsen’s orders to stay alive. After Orsen killed the other ruling candidates and stole the crown, Trenton said he was too terrified to oppose him.”


  “They bought that?” Sebastian shelved the rest of the romances and dragged another pile of books to his side.


  Harold sighed. “Of course not, but the man is skilled at disposing of witnesses. There was no proof, and the new ruler didn’t want to come to power with his first act being imprisonment without evidence. It doesn’t help the situation that Trenton has accrued a small army over the years, most from Larnlyon. That is part of the reason King Harris intervened in the war and agreed to accept responsibility for Trenton.”


  “And now he’s sending his goons out to kill Prince Turren. Anerith’s king could have at least orchestrated an accident,” Sebastian groused.


  “Are you forgetting the man’s personal army?”


  “They’re probably a band of mercenaries who follow coin and power. Kill the leader and they disperse,” Sebastian said.


  “Love makes you bloodthirsty.” Harold shook his head and continued stocking.


  Sebastian pushed to his feet. “I’ll go open the door because it’s obvious you need fresh air.”


  Harold waved him away. “Off with you, stew in denial.”


  Sebastian meandered his way through the stacks of books on the floor, unlocked the door, and opened it with a quiet click. He repeated the action, and there was still silence. He let it shut a third time and rejoined Harold in the shop. “Your bell is broken.”


  “I’ll check on it later. What are you going to do about Prince Turren? I appreciate you telling me, but those were ridiculous terms your father gave you.”


  “I have taken care of the situation with Turren. We are friends, and he has agreed with my decision.” Sebastian lifted away extra cloth from his sleeve so he could see the bottom shelf titles. “Ah.” He located the correct spot and carefully made space for the book.


  “More like humoring you until you break down. How long do you think he’ll cooperate?”


  “For as long as he wants to have any contact with me.” Sebastian scooted a foot away from Harold and placed a stack of books between them.


  Harold’s glasses slid down his nose, and he stared at Sebastian without saying a word.


  “You’re too young to show that kind of expression,” Sebastian complained, but he moved the books out of the way.


  “Do you have feelings for the man or not?”


  Sebastian’s cloak weighted down his shoulders even though it was magicked to be the least cumbersome to him. “Why does it matter?”


  “Yes or no?”


  Sebastian sighed. “Yes.”


  Harold grinned. “Then I’ll help you capture your prince and try not to involve your family.”


  “Lord Bast! Your bell is broken!” Mr. Jenkins called out to them.


  Thank you, old man, for your perfect timing. “I’ll take care of the customer while you work.” Sebastian jumped to his feet and hoped Mr. Jenkins could keep him busy all day.


   


   


  HAROLD AND Sebastian worked side by side, and by late afternoon, had moved to different floors.


  “Sebastian!”


  Sebastian shouted back, “What do you want?”


  “Fourth bookcase, back wall, sixth shelf, middle section, dark blue binder!”


  Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. The sexual education section? “Why?”


  “Your future needs.”


  “I’ve been educated on the subject.”


  “I doubt that. Just read it while business has died down. It’s better to be prepared,” Harold warned.


  Sebastian rolled his eyes and made his way to the book. “I have no reason to be prepared. Why does a book on male sexual liaisons have to be so huge?” He hefted the book off the shelf and almost dropped it. Sebastian lugged it to Harold’s downstairs desk and sat down. “I know enough to… oh. These are very…. Harold! You did not say they were spelled images!” He quickly looked over his shoulder and made sure the shop was still empty.


  “I do not order second-rate books,” Harold shouted. “Kevin is willing to answer any questions you have if you can’t figure out all of the instructions.”


  “What?”


  “Did I forget to mention that I spoke with Kevin?”


  “Yes, you forgot, you absent-minded wizard!” Sebastian hissed.


  “Are you angry or choking on something? Your voice sounds horrible.” Harold trotted down the steps.


  Sebastian hurriedly closed the book. “Angry, I am definitely angry. People were fine leaving me on my own, but one damn encounter with Prince Turren and suddenly everyone has to help me.”


  “Because underneath that bitter, cranky, and disgruntled attitude is a sweet young man innocent in the ways of love.”


  “Have you been speaking to my father?”


  “I’m hoping your situation doesn’t become that desperate. Why do you ask?”


  “He accused me of being too sensitive for a one-time dalliance with the prince. That’s why he forbade me from seeing him at all.”


  Harold’s lips wrinkled, and he looked as though he had swallowed a frog. “I agree with your father.”


  “That sounded genuinely painful. Perhaps if you stopped worrying about me, you wouldn’t be placed in such a distasteful position. Besides, what’s so special about bedding the prince? Or sex for that matter? Kevin slept around with damn near half the village before he found his husband, Luke. If I bedded the prince, he would be my first, and I doubt that he has the skills displayed in this book.” Sebastian peeked inside the book again and slammed it closed. “All right, he is equally endowed.” Harold raised his eyebrows and Sebastian shrugged. “He wears pants so tight that it leaves little to the imagination, and I had to manhandle him onto his horse. Never mind that, I am a logical man. I should be able to satisfy sexual needs without becoming emotionally engrossed.”


  “Having feelings before the act complicates matters. Please don’t make me side with your father again,” Harold begged.


  “No. You started this foolishness, so you deserve to suffer.” Sebastian left the book on the desk to find more busywork. If he looked at it again, he would probably kick the damn thing. “I don’t care what you or my father says. I’m perfectly capable of having sex with Prince Turren without losing my head.” Sebastian walked around a bookcase and almost bumped into a strange woman, Captain Pembrost, and of course Prince Turren. “How long have you been standing there?”


  “Huh?” Harold asked before clearing the corner and bumping into Sebastian. “Why did you… ah. Well, then, I think I’ll retire upstairs.”


  Sebastian wanted to strangle his mentor for abandoning him, but he stood his ground.


  “Long enough to hear what I needed,” Turren said. “I am also willing to test your theory.”


  If Turren had been alone, Sebastian would have said damn to the world and struck him with his magic. Unfortunately, there were witnesses, and the strange woman had magic too. “Good day, Your Highness.” Sebastian stalked past them and clipped Prince Turren on his way by, but heard the woman say, “I thought he would be taller and scary.”


  When his hand touched the door, Sebastian roared, “Harold, fix your damn bell!”


  CHAPTER 15


   


   


  “IS HE still out there?” Sebastian asked while stuffing his mouth with cinnamon-dusted cookies.


  “Yes, and it’s getting dark. Don’t you think it’s sad that a grown man is hiding behind my apron?” Margaret asked.


  “Shame is a useless emotion.” Sebastian watched her measure out ingredients for the next morning’s baking. “How would you like it if Harold walked in and heard most of your secrets before you had a chance to examine them yourself?”


  “I would feel horrible and wish someone would put me out of my misery, or….” Margaret wiped flour under Sebastian’s hood. “An intelligent friend would tell me I was being foolish and to face my fears.”


  “Are you speaking from experience?”


  “Out of all the lessons we gave you, why was tact so hard for you to grasp?” Margaret made shooing motions toward the door.


  “I promised to avoid him.”


  “Nothing to be done about it, because he came to you. The prince standing outside will only bring more attention, so go deal with him.” Margaret dusted off her hands and guided Sebastian to the door. “He’s been patiently waiting outside this whole time. He’s not a bad person.”


  “Fine, but if things go wrong, I will blame you,” Sebastian promised. He squared his shoulders and left the bakery. “Turren, it’s been a week,” Sebastian said to the prince sitting in front of Brassel’s Buns ’n Meats eating a thin pocket of bread with strips of pork falling out.


  Turren swallowed. “You never specified how long until I could see you again.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “You memorize everything I say like a court counselor.”


  “I think a trial would be easier to handle than you.”


  “There’s a solution to that.”


  “You accepting my proposal,” Turren said without hesitation.


  “You rethinking your strange infatuation,” Sebastian corrected him.


  Turren tilted his head and pretended to think. “No,” he said. “Especially after hearing your plans for me. You really have no right to call me forward, Sebastian.”


  “Those were scenarios stated to determine my state of mind.”


  “As a learned man, I believe that implementation of your hypothesis is the best way to figure out the outcome.”


  “Your emotional bias would taint the results.”


  “But my emotions should have no bearing in the experiment if you are sure that you can get through a….” Prince Turren looked around, and they were not the only ones at the benches. “An appointment with me,” he finished diplomatically. “This is an easier conversation to have if you are sitting. Please join me.”


  Sebastian looked at the empty seat across from the prince and crossed his arms. “I don’t have any food, and it’s uncomfortable for me to watch other people eat.”


  Turren reached into his bag and pulled out a cylindrical object wrapped in paper. “The owner said that you preferred chicken and basil.”


  “You’re a prepared bastard, I’ll give you that,” Sebastian said.


  “Love is the greatest war there is, and I’m not fool enough to come to a battle unarmed.”


  “You have now referred to me as a trial and a war,” Sebastian said as he reached over and grabbed the other wrap. “Your words of courtship are not flattering.”


  Turren blinked. “Are you giving me permission to utter sweet nothings to you?”


  Sebastian frowned. “Honestly, your way of thinking confuses me.”


  “I don’t mind as long as you don’t take it back.”


  Sebastian waved him on. “I’m curious to hear this myself. Proceed with the wooing.” He shook his head. What kind of nutter believes there are words to seduce a cloaked man? Maybe my shadow is very enticing.


  Turren cleared his throat. “There are too few ways to tell you of my love, sweet Bastian. Your voice is a bee’s rasp bringing life into my world. Your eyes are like leaves that protect rose blooms, strong and enclosing all that fall into their gaze, and I, a prince, am not immune to their power. I wish your cloak would envelope me as we tumble into a lovers’ embrace and I disappear inside of you.” Turren leaned forward and raised Sebastian’s chin. “And most enticing is your knowledge. Sharp and malleable enough to suffer no fools but tolerate those less gifted.” Turren pulled Sebastian closer, and Sebastian clutched the table to steady himself.


  “You’re doing better than expected, but I don’t sound like a bee,” Sebastian murmured as Turren’s lips inched toward him. Turren stopped at the edge of Sebastian’s hood and inhaled deeply.


  “But you smell as sweet as honey.”


  “That’s not a good reason to want what you can’t see.”


  “It is for me,” Turren leaned forward and kissed Sebastian.


  All activity in the marketplace ceased. Turren pulled Sebastian over the table, and he concentrated on holding Turren so he wouldn’t fall. “For all your royal education, boundaries have been sorely ignored,” he muttered before an exploring tongue filled his mouth. The hesitation from their first kiss disappeared, and Turren pressed Sebastian against him, shifting so Sebastian had to lean on him for support. Why does he have to be sincere about everything? And why is stupid me giving in to him? Ignoring his common sense and basic survival instincts, Sebastian wrapped an arm around Turren’s neck. Securing his legs on the bench, Sebastian stroked his other hand down Turren’s shirt and listened to him moan.


  The grip on Sebastian’s arms loosened. Turren had chased him like a puppy from town to town, and like a puppy, he was due for obedience lessons. Sebastian slid his hand down to Turren’s belt, and Sebastian tucked his thumb under it briefly. The skin twitched, and then Turren grabbed for Sebastian’s waist. Anticipating the reaction, Sebastian moved his hips back without breaking their kiss and snatched one of Turren’s hands in a wrist hold. Turren grunted inside his mouth and Sebastian smiled. Maybe the puppy will get more out of me if he tries begging. Despite having his control of the kiss taken from him, Turren didn’t give up trying to pull Sebastian over the table. This is going to make a lovely story to spread to Mother. Sebastian heard one of the villagers shout his name, but Sebastian’s promise was already broken, so why did common sense matter anymore?


  Sebastian relaxed his fingers and let himself be pulled toward Turren, but a burst of the prince’s magic slammed into his chest. The force sent Sebastian to the ground, and he watched as a blade struck the table where he had been stretched out. Turren unsheathed his sword in time to catch the attacker’s next blow. To Sebastian’s right, Mr. Jenkins shouted to move away and let the prince fight the attackers until the City Watch arrived, but then more enemies appeared. I can’t just sit and do nothing. He lifted his hand and called to his magic, waking all the plants underneath them that were strong enough to fight humans. When he opened his hand, nothing happened. All the magic sat inside Sebastian, but it wouldn’t release. Sebastian tried again, and there was a strange reverberation against a blue, translucent wall that briefly shimmered into existence. That bastard put me inside a protection ward. He stood and could only move three feet in either direction.


  “You can protect your lover, princeling, but you can’t protect everyone,” said one of the attackers with a scarf covering his face. A merchant’s stand of spears and burning coals from multiple grills flew through the air, headed for all the onlookers.


  Sebastian cursed at Turren for trapping him, but his anger turned to fear when Turren raised his arms, ignoring his opponents. The projectiles stopped, but Turren’s attackers used the prince’s open stance to their advantage and swung their swords at him. The first assailant’s blade caught Turren under his arm, but the weapon’s point stopped just as it breached flesh as a burning blade tore through the attacker’s neck. His head fell, blood streaming from the fatal wound, and Sebastian stared at the strange woman who had accompanied Turren earlier.


  “Oh no,” he said. “It can’t be her.” The flaming sword’s magic dissipated the illusion around its wielder, and Queen Anne sank her blade into another assassin, the black hair her son had inherited streaming behind her as she killed him. The crowds cheered, and mother and son fought back to back. Sebastian covered his face with his hand and moaned. “Why is this happening to me? All I want is a normal life and to run a bookstore. Is that so much to ask for?” he asked the sky. The cheers grew louder, and Sebastian looked at the scene again. Queen Anne and Prince Turren grinned and hugged each other over the fallen assassins.


  “That was far less discreet than I hoped for,” Captain Pembrost said behind Sebastian.


  Sebastian pointed. “Do you mind telling His Highness to release me?”


  “As you wish, Sir Orwell. Prince Turren!”


  The prince turned and looked at a very angry Sebastian. “Forgive me,” Turren said as he waved his hand at Sebastian and he was given his freedom. “I couldn’t fight if you were in danger.”


  “Did it ever occur to you that maybe I could have been helpful, you fool?”


  “But, Sebastian, everyone knows you have no magic.” Prince Turren smiled serenely, and Sebastian wanted to smash the face he had been kissing only minutes earlier.


  Damn him and his mother, Sebastian thought as he turned on his heel and made a straight path for Harold’s place. Harold was standing next to Margaret when Sebastian walked past the messenger depot.


  “I should have known those two would clean that mess up before we even got there.” Harold smiled as he shook his head.


  Sebastian glared at him. “You could have warned me she was here too.”


  Margaret crossed her arms. “Don’t get upset with us. She’s too powerful to sense unless she wants to be found. It was that sword of hers we felt more than anything.”


  “Now everyone is going to spread this all over the damn country, and I’m trying to avoid scrutiny.”


  Harold exchanged glances with Margaret. “About that.” He reached into his pocket and took out a mirror. “Your father just opened up a connection.”


  Sebastian gritted his teeth and looked at the sky. “Damn that horny prince and damn my bastard father.”


  Harold blinked. “Um, I said the connection is open, so he can hear you.”


  Sebastian faced Harold. “I know.”


  CHAPTER 16


   


   


  “THIS IS a business trip. No getting sidetracked by books, no running off to that wizard of yours, and if Prince Turren tries to roll you on top of a bench again, for Gods’ sake, tell him no,” Lord Orwell told his son while they walked through the castle halls toward the royal library.


  Sebastian had no idea what the old man was up to. It made no sense to bring him when his father had yelled at him for weeks after the market incident. He’s scheming something. “What is the purpose of you bringing me here?”


  “Most of your brothers and sisters don’t have the knowledge to help me, and Diana….” Lord Orwell shuddered. “I refuse to be locked in a room with her for days at a time.”


  “I doubt she would feel any happier.”


  “And while you’re not the most pleasant of the lot, you can keep your mouth shut instead of babbling all day.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “Why do you have so many children when you can barely tolerate us?”


  “I just paid you a compliment, so don’t spout off things you overheard James say.”


  “That was not a compliment, and all of us have wondered about you and Mother.”


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. “So that’s what you discuss when you’re locked away in one of your rooms. There’s the obvious answer of lust, but I think you’ll prefer I keep those details between myself and your mother.”


  “Gods yes, please do,” Sebastian begged.


  “Then there’s the philosophical answer, which quite frankly, none of you have earned yet.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I’m waiting for one of you to ask the right questions.”


  “Like why did you bring me here after threatening to burn my books if I ever saw the prince again? You’re becoming less of a mystery, Father, and I will find out why you brought me.”


  “You think you can figure out my motives?” Lord Orwell squeezed his son’s shoulder. “My boy, you give yourself too much credit.” He chuckled as he released Sebastian and walked to double doors protected by armed guards.


  “I will find out that bastard’s schemes and rub it in his smug, ruddy face,” Sebastian muttered as the guards opened the doors for them inside the royal library. They were greeted by stacks of books piled high on the floor and tables. The actual shelves were bigger than most houses. “For once I won’t complain about royalty spending to excess.”


  “Yes, books are one of the few possessions that you can never have enough of,” said a green-robed stranger who approached them. “I am Lord Piadas, ambassador to Anerith. I wish I could have been summoned back home under happier conditions.”


  “My father told me the bare details of why we’re here,” Sebastian said.


  “That was my doing.” King Harris entered the room, and his guards shut the doors behind him. “I require discretion for this assignment, and I thank you, Lord Orwell, for not discussing it with your son.”


  “Children aren’t supposed to question their respected parents, so there was no inconvenience,” Lord Orwell said.


  Sebastian opened his mouth to question every damn thing about Lord Orwell but spotted a light glow in his eyes. Not desiring to have his speech taken away again, Sebastian remained quiet.


  King Harris waved at the book-covered tables and floor. “Something among this lot might give a clue as to why assassins are after Turren.”


  Sebastian frowned. “Why would the answer be in one of those books?”


  “We have reason to believe that a strong suspect went through these books before they were delivered to Larnlyon,” Lord Piadas said.


  “What strong suspect?” Sebastian asked.


  “That information does not concern you,” Lord Orwell said. “Our job is to search for anything that could be interpreted as a description of the prince relating to a prophecy or his magic.”


  “And you think keeping me in the dark about whoever ordered his death doesn’t hinder me?” Sebastian crossed his arms. “And what do you mean find a passage describing the prince? Arrogant, flashy, good with a sword, powerful, and royal blood. That could be any magical chosen one in dozens of books, and that’s if they even state the gender.”


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. “The reason we were summoned here is because the king assumes we’re smart enough to dismiss false leads.”


  “But he does have a point,” King Harris said. “I can’t ask Sebastian to help too and tell him nothing.” He nodded to the ambassador. “Go ahead and explain the rest.”


  “We also have a suspicion that passage will be about an object called the Heart of Light,” Lord Piadas said. “It is a treasure that disappeared during the war, and its existence is a secret among my people. Please do not share this information with anyone.”


  “With the exception of Harold,” King Harris said.


  “I should have known.” Lord Orwell sighed. “You went to him first.”


  “The fact that I summoned you after Harold is a great honor, Lord Orwell,” King Harris said. “I’m wasting your time, so please get started.” He left the three men behind and the doors were secured in place.


  “I’m surprised you don’t care for Prince Turren,” the ambassador said. “I found him to be a remarkable man in Anerith.”


  Lord Orwell laughed. “I see why the king sent for me. You’re not very good at seeing the obvious.” He pointed to the right of the table. “Sebastian, you start there, and I’ll take the other end. You can handle the books on the floor,” he told the ambassador.


  Despite his father’s attitude, Lord Piadas didn’t take any of Lord Orwell’s comments to heart, and he wasn’t nosy about Sebastian’s cloak. Sebastian assumed the king had warned him about his temperament, but most people’s curiosity beat out his need for privacy.


  “Do you have a special interest in ancient languages, Sebastian? Not too many people from my own home speak ancient Anerithian,” the ambassador said.


  “I learn languages based mainly upon what books I read,” Sebastian said. There was a loud sound of a throat clearing from the other end of the table. “My father also insisted I learn it.”


  Lord Piadas smiled but said nothing.


  Hours later the doors opened again, and Frederick entered the library with a tray of food.


  “Hmmm, bragada tail. His Majesty can be gracious when it counts,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Have you gentlemen found anything?” Frederick asked.


  “Secondhand recollections that go on about an amulet that shines like the day, but no prophecies,” Sebastian said. “I admit to there being less ‘chosen one’ stories than I first thought.”


  “Do either of you know when the stone was last seen?” Lord Orwell asked Frederick and the ambassador.


  “Some time before King Orsen was killed,” Lord Piadas said. “We think it was smuggled out of the country by one of his wizards.”


  “So your suspect is one of them?” Sebastian asked.


  “Your father is right—you shouldn’t concern yourself with such dangerous speculation,” Lord Piadas said. “It would be rude not to enjoy this good food.”


  Lord Orwell hurriedly grabbed his plate as if it would disappear. Sebastian shook his head and reached for the tray, but Frederick beat him to it and handed him the plate. Sebastian took it, and cool metal touched his palm. He kept the dish in front of him, slipping the object into his robe while Frederick distracted Lord Orwell with chitchat.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STRETCHED his hands over his head as magelight came to life in several of the library’s sconces.


  “It’s time for bed for both of us,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I need rest too,” Lord Piadas said. “I had no idea it was so late.”


  “Time goes by quickly when you find nothing,” Sebastian said.


  Frederick snorted. “That’s not too surprising. We’ve only gotten through a quarter of the books. I had no idea there were so damn many.”


  “Maybe we’ll have better luck in the morning,” Lord Piadas said. “Good night to all of you good sirs, and may our next day have better blessings.” He yawned and nodded to the other men as they dispersed.


  When Lord Orwell and Sebastian were alone outside Sebastian’s room, Lord Orwell crossed his arms. “I see the princeling has managed to put you in the same extravagance.”


  “I am his savior,” Sebastian said.


  “It would be better for you if he forgot that. Remember your promise, boy.”


  “I know,” Sebastian said. “I’m not to lay eyes on him, or we leave.”


  “Don’t act so exasperated when you’ve ignored my warnings before.”


  “Yes, yes, yes, the bench incident. Good night, Father.” Sebastian went into his room and shut the door in Lord Orwell’s face. He changed into his nightclothes while keeping the cloak over his body, and then got into bed. Sebastian took out the mirror he had hidden in his pocket and gazed at it. He summoned his magic, and the silver surface rippled. Only blackness appeared in the mirror. “Hello?”


  “Hello, Sebastian. How has your stay been?” Prince Turren asked from the dark reflection.


  Sebastian shook his head as he laughed at Turren’s ability to keep his promise. “You are a fool, and a sneaky one at that.”


  “Your father was serious about going if we disobeyed him,” Turren said. “That risk is too great compared to my wants.”


  “Was our coming here your idea or Captain Pembrost’s?”


  “Neither. Lord Bast genuinely believes that your father’s scholarly talents are needed.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “My father is actually qualified for this job, I’ll give him that, but I would never trust him with something this important. I would give it to a citizen whose loyalty is beyond reproach. My father is no such thing.”


  “Do you think your father wants me dead?” Turren asked.


  “No, but I think he would obfuscate the truth out of self-preservation.”


  “Is there a reason you think that?”


  “You’ve never spent a lot of time with him, have you?” Sebastian asked.


  “I don’t think he considers me clever enough to hold his company.”


  “You know, for a prince, it’s oddly refreshing to hear honest impressions about what you think people feel about you,” Sebastian said.


  “Mother says that it’s better to know how little people think of you rather than the best.” A darker shadow moved, as though Turren was shrugging. “And he’s not the only person who thinks I’m simple. It does work to my advantage.”


  “You take too many advantages,” Sebastian said. “I could have decided not to take the mirror.”


  “But you didn’t,” Turren said. “You’re very bad at respecting boundaries.”


  “Excuse me? Who made a go for it at a public eating area?” Sebastian asked.


  “I couldn’t help myself. You started moaning, and you let me pull you over the table.”


  “I was not moaning.”


  “It was more like purring. I didn’t know your voice did that.”


  Sebastian glared at the mirror. “I… do… not… purr.”


  “You did when I almost had you in my lap,” Turren said.


  “That was probably more a grunt from being thrown to the ground.”


  Turren sighed. “I will find out who is trying to kill me, Sebastian. This is interfering with my love life, and I will end this.”


  “Leave it to Captain Pembrost instead of getting yourself killed.”


  “If putting my life in danger distresses you, then I shall take your words into consideration,” Turren promised.


  “Or you could do it because people generally like nice things such as staying alive.”


  “No, you answered my mirror and expressed your concern. The least I can do is acknowledge your growing feelings for me.”


  “Don’t play obtuse, prince.” Sebastian raised his hand over the mirror as if to break the connection, but Turren hastily waved what looked like arms.


  “I’m sorry for offending you. I was only joking!”


  “Grow complacent, and I will cut you off.”


  “Do you always sleep in your robes?” Turren asked.


  “Why am I not surprised that while I can’t see you, you’re perfectly capable of seeing me?”


  “My statement could be a guess because there’s no way to prove I’m disobeying your father’s orders right now.”


  “Now you’re suddenly a stickler for the rules after promising to keep your distance,” Sebastian said. “Kissing me was much more than friendly.”


  Turren cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but you broke that agreement first.”


  “This should be an interesting explanation. Go on.”


  “You broke our arrangement when you discussed with Lord Bast your plans to bed me. Sex is definitely beyond friendly.”


  “You were eavesdropping, and that was an unplanned scenario we were talking about. As in, there was no reason to take it seriously,” Sebastian said.


  “From the standpoint of any observer, you were pretty adamant about sleeping with me to prove a point.”


  “If you want to get technical, there was little mention about my behavior in our agreement, so I could still say whatever I wanted.”


  “It was implicitly understood that both of us would keep our relationship friendly.” Turren crossed his arms. “You openly spoke of a desire to bed me, and it was my duty to reciprocate your advances.”


  “If this whole royalty thing doesn’t work out, you really should become a trial counselor. I think you could free a child murderer from execution with that tongue.”


  “I’ll settle for convincing you to be with me,” Turren whispered.


  Sebastian shook his head. The man would never give up. He leaned back and reached into his pants pocket for the candy he had stuffed in it earlier. There had been cinnamon candy sticks in the kitchens, so Sebastian had helped himself. The paper they were wrapped in kept them cool, and Sebastian snapped off a piece. He had the tip of one at his mouth when he looked at the mirror. It was pitch black, as if Turren had moved closer. “You know, it is rather unfair that I can’t tell where both of your hands are right now.”


  Turren moved back and there was a little light again. The dark shoulders squared in offense. “Sebastian, I would never do that… without your permission,” he muttered at last.


  Sebastian raised an eyebrow under his hood. “You have no problems performing while I’m still covered up?”


  “None,” Turren said without hesitation.


  “I owe the queen and king an apology because I might have given you a new fetish.”


  CHAPTER 17


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WOKE the next morning yawning and trying to remember why he thought talking to Turren all night was a good idea. Father is going to be suspicious if I look like a wreck. After grabbing the water bowl near his bed, Sebastian dunked his face in it, and the cool water refreshed his senses. I will not let that bastard beat me. A pot of sunflowers sat on the cabinet that was placed under a window. Sebastian went to it and cradled the plant. “Forgive me, but I need this.” Warmth seeped into Sebastian’s fingertips, and his eyes widened with alertness as the flowers wilted. Satisfied with how his cloaked form looked in the larger bedside mirror, Sebastian left to find his father for breakfast.


   


   


  “PRINCE TURREN looked very tired this morning. I wonder if he’s coming down with an illness,” Lord Piadas said and then sipped his tea.


  “I’m not surprised. Men as powerful as him are rarely careful about their health,” Lord Orwell said.


  “And men less powerful are never careful about their mouths,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m sorry, did you say something, Sebastian?” Lord Orwell asked. “It’s hard to hear over this delicious food you’re eating because of me. Please speak louder.”


  “It’s probably hard to hear with all that gold clinking in your pockets,” Sebastian said. “How did you get that money again?”


  “An ungrateful investment finally paid off. I don’t expect another return in the future, though.”


  “Do you have any plans this morning, Sebastian?” Lord Piadas interrupted the Orwells’ bickering. “Your father will be sifting through the royal archives in case the information we seek is there, and I have free time on my hands. Would you like to have tea with me?”


  “I wouldn’t be opposed to your company,” Sebastian said. “Would before lunch be all right?”


  “That is fine,” Lord Piadas said.


  Lord Orwell frowned at his son, but Sebastian smiled at him under the hood.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN CARRIED the tray into the study.


  “You’re a very independent young man, Sebastian. I see why you clash with your father,” Lord Piadas said.


  Sebastian shrugged. “We don’t see eye to eye. Our beliefs are far too removed from each other.”


  “Religious?”


  “Ethical.”


  “Ah. I don’t know where your father stands on the subject. He’s a hard man to nail down.”


  “It’s not hard if you spend as much time with him as I do,” Sebastian said as he placed the tray on a low table between two sofas.


  “If we’re going to work with each other for an unknown time, it’s wise for me to take any advice you have about him.”


  You want more than just advice, but then I want something too. Sebastian poured tea into both cups and added cream to his. “Do you want cream?”


  “No thank you.”


  Smiling at the two calculations working in his favor, Sebastian sipped the dark, sweet drink.


  Lord Piadas tasted his tea and smiled. “This is even more delicious than the pot I had this morning.”


  “I hope so since I’m the one who made it.”


  Lord Piadas blinked and shook his head. “Funny, I suddenly feel tired. Does it feel warm in here?”


  “Do you suspect that Trenton Keyes has anything to do with the assassination attempts?” Sebastian asked.


  “Yes,” Lord Piadas mumbled and he shook his head again. “I’m not supposed to say that.”


  “What is the Heart of Light?”


  “A powerful artifact that can summon the heart of this world’s magic. I thought you weren’t like your father.”


  “His type of methods can get the job done occasionally. What does Turren have to do with any of this?”


  “He might have read the same information or come into contact with someone who knows where the amulet is. We just don’t know,” Lord Piadas said.


  “Why are you asking about my father?”


  “He’s too suspicious. First he wants nothing to do with this, and now he offers his services. He must know more, and he’s an old acquaintance of Keyes.”


  “What is Keyes like?”


  “He’s dangerous.” Lord Piadas pursed his lips in an attempt to stop speaking. “Turren encountered him in Anerith.”


  “He didn’t tell me that,” Sebastian said. “I’ll have a chat with him later.”


  “Why are you doing this?” Lord Piadas asked.


  “Familial obligation, and I believe we’re done for now.” Sebastian leaned forward and poured cream into the ambassador’s cup. He cradled the man’s head and forced him to drink it. Sebastian held a napkin under his chin so none of the tea spilled. He tickled Lord Piadas’s throat and made him swallow. After the cup was empty, Sebastian poured the rest of the cream into the teapot. Lord Piadas stared blearily at the room, but his eyes closed after a few moments. Sebastian took a book out of his cloak pocket and opened it to his last place. Calmly, he poured himself another cup and drank it. Sputtering came from the other couch, and Sebastian looked up to see the ambassador waking.


  Lord Piadas looked around confused. “How long have I been asleep?”


  “Only a few minutes,” Sebastian said. “I know you had a long trip here, and I didn’t want to wake you. The tea has cooled off a little.”


  “I didn’t realize I was so tired. Maybe it was all that research from last night,” Lord Piadas suggested as he nonchalantly sniffed his teacup. He smiled at Sebastian, who returned to his book.


  Sebastian thought, I still don’t understand what the amulet can do. The heart of this world’s magic can be interpreted in many ways. Literally and metaphysically. Now all I have to do is figure out a way to interrogate Turren without Captain Pembrost or Frederick knowing. Reaching into his pocket, Sebastian touched the small mirror that probably had an eavesdropping spell attached to it. Maybe the prince being smitten with me isn’t such a bad thing.


   


   


  TURREN GLANCED both ways before entering the dark room. “Sebastian?” he called out.


  “Get inside and close the door behind you!” Sebastian whispered fiercely.


  “Calling me to a cellar only Pembrost and his closest guards know about.” Turren shook his head. “I almost assumed this was a trap. How did you know about this place?”


  “I did come with my idiot brothers a few times,” Sebastian said while he came out from behind his hiding place of old crates.


  “You were in the main part of the castle, not my uncle’s old rooms. My father will be pissed to know I’ve been in here.”


  “I used to abandon my brothers and sightsee on my own,” Sebastian explained.


  “Captain Pembrost is going to be thrilled if he finds out.”


  “We needed a private place to go where it was unlikely anyone would try to kill you. The old rooms of King Harris’s brother qualifies.”


  “I wonder where he’s spent his banishment all these years,” Turren whispered, looking at all the old bric-a-bracs that hadn’t been boxed up or thrown away. “It’s amazing. Half a year he ruled, and in that time he brought Larnlyon to civil war, and rebuilding meant we couldn’t help Anerith in its time of need against Orsen for years. This is all that’s left of Alchone’s legacy. Then again, my parents might not have met if my father hadn’t needed a knight’s protection.”


  Sebastian chewed on the inside of his mouth. “I thought there wouldn’t be unpleasant memories for you because you never met him, but if you want to move this to another place….”


  Turren shook his head. “I’m fine. Like you said, I never met him, and I doubt he ever thinks about me in good terms. Why did you want to meet alone?”


  “I’m surprised you didn’t assume I brought you here for a romantic rendezvous.”


  “I’m optimistic, but I can be a realist too,” Turren said.


  “You gave me the mirror by way of Frederick, so it’s likely to have one of his spells on it.”


  “Probably as one of his safety precautions.”


  “Yes, but if I want to confide in you, I don’t want to confide in him too.”


  “I don’t know if I can take off whatever spell he cast on it,” Turren said. “I’m powerful, but he is more knowledgeable.”


  “And that’s where I come in,” Sebastian said as he stepped closer to the prince. “The best way to remove a spell is to place an even stronger one on the object.”


  Turren frowned. “What kind of spell?”


  “A sealing spell using both our powers,” Sebastian murmured, now standing directly in front of Turren.


  Turren gulped. “That kind of magic is usually more powerful if….” He cleared his throat. “If it’s sealed with a kiss.”


  “You don’t want to kiss me?” Sebastian asked. “You were so enthusiastic last night. Have your feelings soured that quickly?”


  “You know they haven’t, Sebastian, but I know you’re getting something out of this,” Turren said. “I am not stupid.”


  “My motives aren’t pure, but do you want to turn down a chance of me being the one to initiate an intimate moment?” Sebastian trailed his finger down Turren’s chest. “You claim you want to free me from my curse but balk at the price of accepting the unknown. How am I to accept your advances as sincere?”


  “You know I’m going to say yes,” Turren said.


  “I’m counting on it.”


  “You spend a great deal of your life pretending not to have magic. Are you sure you know how to perform the spell?”


  “Lord Bast is aware of my magic and has been personally training me since I was eleven,” Sebastian said.


  “Have you ever performed this sort of spell before?”


  “No. Harm won’t come to either of us even from a botched sealing spell, so I have no idea why you’re concerned.”


  “I just want to be clear. Have you actually done the spell before, and with anyone you’ve had a physical affinity for?” Turren asked.


  “No, and I don’t see why that matters.”


  “If you are determined to go through with this, then I am too.”


  “I can’t have anyone sensing my magic when they touch one of our mirrors, so your power will be the base,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m fine with that.”


  “Take out your mirror,” Sebastian instructed, and Turren obeyed. They held them out, the surfaces touching each other. Magic flowed out of Sebastian’s fingers into both mirrors, covering them in light green flames. Turren’s stronger magic burned blue and surrounded Sebastian’s, blending them into one and breaking all other magical ties on the mirrors. Turren stared at Sebastian, waiting like a patient puppy. This wasn’t so bad, Sebastian thought. One kiss and I’ll have what I want. Sebastian wrapped his hand around Turren’s neck and pulled him forward.


  Sebastian decided to be a little kinder and opened his mouth as their lips met. He slipped his tongue into Turren’s mouth and sealed their mouths together. Warmth slowly built up as magic flowed from his body into their mouths. When Turren’s power met his, Sebastian buckled under the force. Waves of power flowed between them, but Sebastian couldn’t break the connection at their lips. Instead of pulling away, Sebastian leaned in closer as heat coursed through his body. Turren held on to him tightly, and they slammed against boxes. Sebastian gasped as their mouths finally separated, but magical surges made him moan against Turren. When blue light no longer flared in his vision, Sebastian frowned at Turren. “It’s not supposed to do that.”


  “A funny thing about bond-seals.” Turren chuckled breathlessly. “They amplify desire between spellcasters if they’re attracted to each other. Harold probably had no reason to explain it to you because your relationship is only that of teacher and pupil.”


  Sebastian looked up into Turren’s smirking face. “You fucking—argh!” Another wave went through him, and Sebastian hung on to Turren so he wouldn’t fall. “Gods, when does it stop?”


  “I’m hoping not for a while.” Turren gripped Sebastian’s shoulders and moaned. “But if they don’t stop soon, I will need to attend to my underwear.”


  “You do not have my permission to do that.”


  “I’ll take that into consideration once your cock stops pressing into my thigh,” Turren said.


  “I am no—” Another wave tingled through Sebastian, and he practically humped Turren’s leg.


  “This is one of those times when your arrogance works in my favor. I hope you want to do another spell.”


  “Don’t be shitty,” Sebastian said. He waited for more waves but nothing happened. More minutes passed with no new sensations, and he was able to withdraw from Turren. Catching hold of a nearby stack of boxes, Sebastian leaned on them and caught his breath. Turren looked at him but said nothing. “What?” Sebastian asked.


  “I’m grateful to you for sharing your magic because I’ve discovered one of your secrets,” Turren said.


  “What is that?”


  “You want me. Our powers wouldn’t have reacted that way if there was nothing between us.” Turren pulled his shirt out of his pants and stretched it out to its full length.


  “I don’t see why you’re doing that. Not too many people could tell the state of your excitement right now.”


  Turren cleared his throat. “That’s not exactly why I need to cover my front.”


  Sebastian’s eyes narrowed under his hood. The bulge had lessened since they had separated. “You didn’t.”


  “I told you I was close,” Turren said sheepishly. “I might have been able to control myself if you hadn’t been so into it.”


  “That was the magic’s doing!”


  “Only if we were performing a love spell.” Turren sighed. “But we weren’t, and you were so enthusiastic. I wish I didn’t have to wash my underwear. I could store them in the royal museum to commemorate the occasion.”


  “Whatever moment we had, you’re ruining it.” Sebastian placed his mirror in his pocket. “You’re going to live with only the memory, and so help me if you don’t wash them, pervert, I will curse you.”


  “If we do other things, I definitely want to keep a memento,” Turren said.


  “You don’t need—” Sebastian stopped talking as he heard furniture move above the room. “Dammit!” It would ruin his plans if he was caught with Turren, and that embarrassing spell would be for nothing. Grabbing Turren’s shoulders, he shoved him as hard as he could. Turren went over the boxes with a yelp just as the hatch above them was pried away. Sebastian searched the objects around him for anything magical and spied a crystal bottle sitting on a shelf. Ignoring his usual care, Sebastian opened the stopper and smelled its contents. It had to be an animal conjuring. He didn’t remember the fool king, Alchone, having too many dangerous pets in the history texts, so Sebastian dropped the bottle. Pink-and-orange puffs of smoke sprang into the air, and Sebastian stepped back.


  “What are you doing?” Turren whispered without lifting his head up from his hiding place.


  “Shut up!” Sebastian whispered back.


  “Sebastian!” Lord Orwell called from the hatch.


  “I’m down here. I accidentally knocked over a potion when I heard the noise over me.”


  “What are you doing down there, and how did you get inside?” Captain Pembrost asked from beside Lord Orwell.


  “I came looking for old books. I’m sure there are a few forgotten down here.”


  “That’s actually a good idea,” Frederick muttered from the hatch. “Captain Pembrost and I are going to get you out.”


  “What do you mean you and Pembrost?” Lord Orwell asked. “Your horrible security is the reason why he’s down there. Losing your prince, and then losing my son. Your incompetence leaves me speechless.”


  “I wish,” Sebastian and Captain Pembrost said at the same time.


  “I’m going down there!” Lord Orwell shouted.


  “And risk the possibility of harm coming to you, Lord Orwell?” Frederick asked. “We might incompetently leave you down there after rescuing your son.”


  “I don’t deserve threats from a court wizard living off his cousin’s hospitality,” Lord Orwell growled.


  “I don’t care,” Frederick said. “If you try to go down, I will leave you frozen on this ceiling. It is your choice while your son is down there with unknown free magic.”


  “I would appreciate the help soon,” Sebastian called up. The puffs were coalescing into a figure larger than Sebastian had expected.


  The captain dropped out of the ceiling and landed gracefully on his feet. “I’ll have a word with you after this is settled, Sir Orwell,” he promised. “Frederick, get down here. I think he released a drake.”


  “That is just fucking splendid,” Frederick said before dropping down too. “Where’s its container?”


  Sebastian pointed to the bottle lying on the floor. Pembrost picked it up, and Frederick raised his arms in the air. The wizard chanted in a snakelike tongue that hurt Sebastian’s ears. He checked them for blood twice, but they appeared fine.


  “Sebastian, go to Captain Pembrost and hold on to him. He’s going to need your support,” Frederick said.


  Sebastian obeyed, and he and the captain stood against the force of power returning to the bottle as Frederick commanded it inside. When the smoky plumes were gone, Frederick ran to them and stopped the bottle with his thumb. Searching the floor, Sebastian saw the top and snatched it up before Frederick lost control.


  After the bottle was properly stoppered again, Frederick called up to Lord Orwell. “He’s safe!”


  “He better well damn be. Now, may I come down?”


  “There are still magical remnants, and I don’t want you to be exposed,” Pembrost said. “And you should stop worrying about our prince. The kitchens contacted my amulet while Frederick put away the creature, and they told me Turren was by the kitchens the whole time. It was a misunderstanding because he was digging around in the pantry,” he said as he walked around the boxes. Pembrost glared at his prince and none too gently kicked Turren’s shin. Turren winced but stayed quiet.


  “Fine! I’m returning to the library, but there better not be a scratch on him!” Lord Orwell’s face moved away from the hole, and Frederick pointed at the opening. The hatch closed again, and Sebastian and Turren were trapped with the two angry men.


  Turren scrambled to his feet. “We only wanted to speak in private.”


  “While assassins are after you?” Pembrost asked. “While I hate to admit anything Lord Orwell says is true, we do look incompetent when you disappear. We thought there might have been another attempt!”


  “What are you trying to hide?” Frederick asked Sebastian. “I know you, boy, and you are far too clever to accidentally knock over that container.”


  “You two did surprise me,” Sebastian said.


  “I second his opinion,” Pembrost said. “You two are hiding something or you wouldn’t be up here. And Gods, Alchone’s rooms?” Pembrost shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I have to tell your father where I found you.”


  “Sebastian’s idea was sound, but I take full blame for distracting him from his task,” Turren said.


  “Why couldn’t you just tell me instead of sneaking up here?” Frederick asked.


  “Why should we bring up hurtful topics if we’re not sure we’ll find anything?” Turren pointed out.


  “I have no doubt that your father’s and Frederick’s feelings would have been spared, my prince,” Captain Pembrost said. “But that still leaves me.”


  “You report to the king,” Sebastian spoke up. “We might as well have summoned King Harris if we were going to tell you.”


  “You two truly have an answer for everything,” Captain Pembrost said. “It amazes me what days in each other’s company can accomplish.”


  “I’m surprised myself,” Sebastian said, not rising to the bait. He would vent his temper at Turren in private.


  “Since you’re already here, go through the boxes over here, and the captain and I will search on the other side. You two will not open anything unless we inspect it, understood?” Frederick asked.


  Sebastian and Turren nodded, and everyone went about their tasks.


  CHAPTER 18


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STRETCHED as he walked down the halls to the royal library. Frederick had made them shove around heavy boxes from one corner to another. It was obvious that the manual labor was their punishment, but they did resurrect a few batches of books, cementing Sebastian’s story. Frederick had looked annoyed at the find, and Captain Pembrost muttered about Sebastian being the slipperiest bastard he knew.


  “So you’re the one responsible for all these books,” Lord Piadas said by way of greeting Sebastian when he walked inside the library.


  “I’m just doing my duty.”


  “This work ethic seems to be lacking when you’re at home,” Lord Orwell said as he swept his finger across the text in front of him.


  “You’d be amazed at how being asked nicely affects my moods,” Sebastian said.


  “It must be nice to have the fickleness of youth.”


  “That’s funny, I haven’t seen your fickleness die with age.”


  “I take it back. You’re becoming as mouthy as Diana.”


  “Sebastian,” Lord Piadas said as he placed a large pile of books next to him. “You go through these and also skim for anything relating to Light’s Teardrop. That was its old name because of its shape, and these books look older than the ones I brought with me.”


  “I understand,” Sebastian said, allowing the ambassador to change the subject since he had drugged the man, after all.


  Sebastian squinted at line after line, but he found no mention of the stone before they took a lunch break. His wine and food didn’t taste all that flavorful, but Sebastian suspected it had to do with the fact that he was still aroused. Off and on during the day, he remembered the magic racing through his body. It would have been easier to handle if he had been able to find release. That horny prince did without any problems, but the spell had finished while Sebastian was still unsatisfied. I wonder how serious Turren was about not cleaning his britches, Sebastian thought, chuckling despite how foolish the prince was.


  “You have a very pleasant laugh, Sebastian,” Lord Piadas said. “I’m sad I don’t hear it often since I cannot see you smile.”


  “You’re not missing much,” Sebastian said.


  “This is interesting but not related to our search,” Frederick said as he held up three books. “I’m finding more than a few books about the Silver Forest. I had no idea Alchone was interested in it.”


  Lord Orwell snorted. “That fool had plans on taking it back, and those books wouldn’t have helped him.”


  “It amazes me how your family has the best luck holding the land,” Lord Piadas said. “Usually anyone who holds it is cursed with deaths or affected by the forest itself.”


  “That’s because my family gives it what it wants. Magical lands are easy to maintain if you just listen to them,” Lord Orwell said. He looked at Sebastian. “What, no snide remarks?”


  “My silence was reward for you saying something intelligent. I’m a firm believer in positive reinforcement.”


  “You’re not as cute as you think you are, Sebastian.”


  “But the kingdom is thankful for you looking after it so well,” Lord Piadas said. “There has been a remarkable decrease in deaths except for that tragic duel.” He shook his head. “Killing themselves on each other’s blades, such a waste.”


  “The forest does strange things to people,” Lord Orwell said as Sebastian concentrated on his food. “I think I’ll take a longer break and take my son with me. He wouldn’t be wandering around forbidden parts of the castle if he wasn’t growing bored. Excuse us, my lord,” he said with rare politeness.


  Sebastian stood with him and left his half-eaten plate behind without a word. His father led him to an inner garden that had a fountain in the middle. With a wave of his father’s arm, wards to block listeners surrounded the room, and Sebastian was beckoned to sit next to him on a stone bench.


  “Eventually people will forget about those two idiots,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I didn’t need you to help me. I was perfectly fine during the conversation.”


  “I honestly don’t know why people think you’re as good a liar as me, because you’re horrible at it.” Lord Orwell laughed. “But it’s not a bad thing.”


  “I’m fine,” Sebastian insisted.


  Lord Orwell leaned forward and pressed his hand inside of Sebastian’s hood. His fingers brushed Sebastian’s cheek and came away wet. “Their deaths were not your fault. You cannot control everyone’s reactions to you.”


  A sob escaped Sebastian, and his father cradled him closer. “How long am I supposed to live like this?”


  “I don’t know, but we’ll protect you as long as we can.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN SIGHED as he entered his luxurious room. I can’t believe I cried on Father’s shoulder. His head hurt from stress, and there wasn’t anything in the damn books. A small burst of magic tingled from the inside of his cloak. He sighed again even though everything was going according to his plan. The connection opened up as soon as Sebastian’s magic answered the call. Turren appeared lounging on his bed. “What do you want?”


  “You sound strange,” Turren said.


  “My voice always sounds like this.”


  “No, you sound hoarse like there’s something wrong.”


  “I sound tired from looking at books all day,” Sebastian said.


  Turren smiled. “I never thought I would hear you complain about books.”


  “There’s a difference between skimming for key words and reading for enjoyment. The former is tedious.”


  “I’m sorry that my crisis is tainting your love, but I am grateful that you’re working so hard to solve this mystery,” Turren said.


  “I do serve the king when ordered.”


  “I prefer to pretend that your sole motivation is my well-being.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “You would think that.”


  “You sound a little better now.”


  There was no smugness in his voice, so Sebastian allowed the comment to pass. “How is the royal heir spending his days?”


  “With advisors and going through every conversation I ever had in Anerith.”


  “Conversations with Trenton Keyes?”


  Turren straightened on the bed. “You’re not supposed to know that name.”


  “I know a lot of things I’m not supposed to,” Sebastian said. “You still haven’t answered the question.”


  Shaking his head, Turren blew out his breath. “I can’t tell you that.”


  Sebastian grinned under his hood. “Are you sure?”


  “I don’t care how sexy your voice sounded just now, I will not tell you.”


  “But Turren, my dear prince, you expect me to trust you but refuse to give me the same respect. How contradictory of you. And I went through the trouble of enchanting our mirrors so we could be honest with each other.”


  “It is not a matter of trust, and this is sensitive information. I can’t discuss him even if I wanted to.”


  “What about an exchange of a truth for a truth?” Sebastian asked.


  Turren frowned at the mirror. “Are you offering to reveal yo—”


  “No,” Sebastian interrupted him. “I’m not offering to show you my face. I won’t lie about that.”


  “You’re not denying that you can be untruthful?”


  “A time or two, but lying for our conversation right now won’t do me any good,” Sebastian said.


  “What other truth could be worth that intelligence?”


  “Do you want me to go first? I’ll drop it if you don’t believe it’s satisfactory,” Sebastian offered.


  Sapphire eyes narrowed at Sebastian, and Turren shook his head. “I am a prince, but my confidence pales next to yours. I accept your terms.”


  “When you came into our forest, one attacker was still alive. If I let you die, he offered to kill me quickly. I refused, and he let me know that disemboweling me would bring him pleasure. I still chose to defend you,” Sebastian said. “Luckily, the forest disposed of his remains so there were never any questions. Is my truth worth information about one man?”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?” Turren whispered. “Why do you hide so much?”


  “I’m giving you this truth now. Was the possible loss of my life worth your truth?”


  Turren sat silent for several moments, and Sebastian began to think the prince wouldn’t speak, but then he said, “Trenton was still in Anerith when I arrived. He was on trial for his crimes, and you joke about my silver tongue, but his trial counselors made me look like an infant.”


  “So he was put on trial,” Sebastian said.


  “In private where they thought people would feel easier about stepping forward. I sat as a witness so no one could say the proceedings hadn’t been fair.”


  “I still say an arrow in his throat could have saved everyone a lot of trouble.”


  “Normally, I would chastise your bloodthirstiness, but I agree with you.”


  Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “The honorable prince has such dark thoughts?”


  “You didn’t see him, Sebastian. Trenton is not a normal man, and he walked through those doors without the slightest remorse in his countenance. Two of those scheduled to testify against him turned up dead even though they were in protective custody.”


  “When did you speak with him?”


  “After the trial. He walked out of the throne room just as confidently and made to pass me by. He stopped as if I was an afterthought and asked me what I thought about the events. Wasn’t it a shame that they were putting a foreigner through such a farce just to make the sitting king look good?”


  “And you said?”


  “I told him cowardice is hard to judge when I would have chosen death over serving a tyrant.”


  Sebastian smiled. “How wonderfully snide of you. I’m almost proud.”


  “My father wasn’t when he learned what I said. If he’s not after me for magical reasons, then this might all be malicious intent.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “The way Trenton escaped justice speaks of a mind that’s too careful to go after a prince out of spite. His actions speak of a need to get rid of you. Is there an aspect of your powers that negate the Heart of Light’s magic?”


  Turren shrugged. “I have no idea, and that doesn’t explain why he isn’t after my mother too. Our magic is similar to each other’s.”


  “You never read about anything close to the Heart of Light back in Anerith?”


  “Nothing.” Turren sighed. “That was my only conversation with Trenton, and he never mentioned the stone. You still haven’t told me how you know his name.”


  Sebastian had already provided Turren with one truth, so he didn’t really owe the prince anything. “I came into a bit of information that he is the person behind your trouble. That is all I know.”


  “Did you learn this from your father?”


  “All you need to know is that I will try to find out more,” Sebastian answered. “You should also be cautious. You are Queen Anne’s son, but Trenton is too powerful to take lightly.”


  “People keep telling me,” Turren said. “I wish this would all end. I want to spend peaceful afternoons with you and not worry about assassins. Thank you for saving my life.”


  “Honestly, I did it because I was pissed off. That bastard had a lot of nerve threatening me on my own land.”


  Turren laughed. “You shouldn’t say things like that because it makes you sound like your brothers.”


  “It’s not foolishness if your opponent is inadequately qualified to face you.”


  “An opponent I did weaken just a little.”


  “So say the losers in battle.” Sebastian tsked.


  “Their blades were poisoned.”


  “It’s your fault for being cut by such amateurs.” Getting more comfortable, Sebastian fluffed the pillows and spread out on them.


  “Are you tired?” Turren asked.


  “No,” Sebastian said. “You said that you’re feeling stressed from all your adventures, and I’m not having a great day myself.”


  “Except you didn’t tell me why.”


  “Shush and listen, or I’ll change my mind,” Sebastian threatened. Turren remained quiet so Sebastian continued. “Remember how you said that you needed my permission to perform a certain task? You have it for tonight.”


  Turren blinked and scooted closer to the mirror. “Excuse me?”


  “You have my permission to do what you want.”


  Turren’s face scrunched up. “Are you mocking me?”


  “Is that a no?” Sebastian asked. “I could just go to sleep.”


  “No!” Turren shouted, and he looked over his shoulder to make sure no one outside his room had heard. “No,” he whispered. He licked his lips and slowly unbuttoned his pants. When Sebastian made no protest, he slid them down to his knees. “May I ask why you’re suddenly letting me do this?”


  “I think I like obedience. You agreed to enchanting our mirrors, and you were very cooperative tonight. It’s nice,” Sebastian said as he moved his hand beneath his cloak and into his pants. Sighing, Sebastian met skin and grabbed his cock.


  “Oh Gods, I can’t see but oh Gods, you’re touching yourself.” Turren pulled down his underwear. Taking himself in hand without cloth barring Sebastian’s view, he stroked himself firmly.


  Sebastian watched and gripped himself harder. He should have thought of oil, but he didn’t want to move. Maybe he would remember next time. He frowned. This was a whim and there is no reason to repeat it, he thought as Turren moaned his name. Sebastian admitted he was thinking too much and concentrated on the flesh in his hand that grew slick with his seed. That’s better, he thought as the moisture made it easier to move his hand faster. He was too hard to move freely with his pants in the way, so Sebastian took his cock fully out.


  “Fuck!” Turren said from the other side of the mirror.


  Sebastian smiled. With his cock free of his cloak, he thrust into his gloved hand, more seed coming out to Turren’s unobstructed view. Turren’s grunting deepened, and Sebastian looked at the mirror. Turren no longer lay back but faced Sebastian with his legs spread and was rubbing his cock from base to tip. His blue eyes glowed, and Sebastian had no doubt that his eyes were doing the same. Pleasure built in his balls, and Sebastian spilled into his hand.


  “Bastian, Bastian.” Turren’s movements became frantic, and he didn’t blink as he found his own release, keeping Sebastian in his vision the whole time.


  Sebastian continued stroking himself, but the mirror suddenly went dark as the connection was broken. Nothing magical had ended it, so Sebastian didn’t know what had happened. Shrugging, he got up and found cloths to clean himself with. As he got comfortable in the bed again, the mirror’s connection reactivated and a blushing Turren reappeared. Sebastian narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Did you get your mirror dirty?”


  Turren coughed. “Maybe just a little, but I cleaned it.”


  Sebastian stretched his arms out. “I’m sleepy now, so I’m going to bed.”


  “Your cock is very nice, and I bid you good night.”


  “Good night, you pervert,” Sebastian said before ending the connection. He closed his eyes and sighed. “I’m an idiot.”


  CHAPTER 19


   


   


  SEBASTIAN SLEPT through most of the morning but finally got out of bed. “I’m getting too used to these luxuries,” he muttered as he ran the bath. Hot, bubbly water scented with cinnamon filled the tub, and Sebastian inhaled deeply. “Why does everything have to be so damn perfect?” Going back home is not going to be pleasant. His cloak opened like a tent around him, and Sebastian undressed with his body still covered by the cloth. When he stepped into the bath, the cloak moved with him, settling over his head as a sort of dome. As Sebastian bathed under magelight he had summoned under the hood, he thought this was one thing he wouldn’t miss about being away from home.


   


   


  KING HARRIS and Queen Anne were accepting petitioners, and most of the halls were empty except for guards. Lord Orwell hadn’t summoned him, so Sebastian wandered around, checking out the architecture and seeing what had changed since his childhood. There were a few extra rooms here and there, but everything mostly looked the same. Out of the corner of his eye, Sebastian saw something move quickly from alcove to alcove. The guards didn’t seem to notice, but the figure moved toward him.


  “It’s me,” Turren’s voice whispered from the mirror in Sebastian’s pocket. Across the way, Turren moved from window to window as the sun cast its beams inside, and the prince blended with them as if he was part of the light. Three windows away, to two, and then only one divided them while the guards noticed nothing. Brighter light than before shined through the window, and a cloaked Turren wrapped himself around Sebastian. “Walk backward until I tell you to stop,” Turren whispered.


  His warm hands encircled Sebastian’s waist, and they walked toward a hallway filled with more windows.


  “Stop,” Turren said as they reached the first window.


  Blinding light hit them, but Turren leaned forward and his hood blocked Sebastian’s view. He gently kissed Sebastian. “Now we can walk again.” They shuffled along until Sebastian’s back pressed into a deep corner behind a suit of arms.


  “I’m impressed. If you ever consider burglary, it wou—” Sebastian’s words were cut off by Turren’s tongue invading his mouth without warning. Hands grasped his hips, and Turren groaned as their groins met. There was little room to rub them together because Turren allowed no space between them to move. One of Turren’s hands turned Sebastian’s chin so his mouth was fully open for him. I think I like it when he’s sneaky, Sebastian thought as he wrapped his arms around Turren’s neck. He slid his fingers through Turren’s hair, and Turren moaned. A little air seeped into his mouth, and Sebastian took a quick breath. Since petting Turren allowed him to breathe, Sebastian kept doing it, not surprised that even Turren’s hair was fluffy like a puppy’s.


   


   


  “HOW DID you know he was using that technique?” Captain Pembrost asked the queen while the two young men made out in the full-length mirror.


  “I became suspicious after Turren disappeared into Alchone’s room. There were too many guards not to see him,” Queen Anne said.


  Frederick shook his head. “Turren can’t memorize a poison-tester spell correctly, but he can calculate the distance and time needed for a sunlight-cloaking spell without having ever been taught. I feel like he’s mocking his studies.”


  “It was a good thing you found out that Lord Piadas showing Lord Orwell those rare smoked meats was the prince’s doing. He would have snuck off again with no protection,” Captain Pembrost said.


  “All I have to do is put a tracker on that other boy, and we won’t have to worry about finding Turren,” Queen Anne said.


  Captain Pembrost laughed. “Good luck with that. The moment you touch him he’ll sense a plot.”


  Queen Anne grinned. “Challenge accepted.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STOPPED in the hall. Several footsteps were heading in his direction, and he wasn’t in a people mood. He needed time to think about what he was doing with the prince, and gods, what was that racket? Two single files of guards entered the hall Sebastian was in, and a group separated in front of him, blocking his way. The second row of guards suddenly broke ranks and an opening appeared. Queen Anne stepped through it, and she grabbed Sebastian by the elbow.


  “Let’s have a chat, my dear boy.”


  Unable to remove her strong grip or escape that many guards, Sebastian had no choice but to follow her into a bright sitting room. She directed him toward a small table, and they sat on opposite ends. A guard stepped forward and placed a metal tray between them. On it was a covered dish, two plates, and silverware.


  “What is this?” Sebastian asked.


  Queen Anne lifted the metal dome and revealed a round, frosted cake. “This is deliciousness.”


  “You forced me in here because you want to eat cake?”


  “Sebastian, I know you’re a grumpy person, but what kind of inhuman creature doesn’t like cake?” the queen asked. “I’ve met mass murderers who would have killed for a slice.”


  “Brum brum brum,” Sebastian said in imitation of a jester’s horn.


  “No sense of humor and you hate cake.” Queen Anne shook her head. “I’m starting to become disappointed in my son’s taste.”


  “I do like cake,” Sebastian said. “I hate being forced into conversations with people I hardly know.”


  “I’ve heard you say the same thing about adventures, and yet you keep finding yourself in them. There has to be a little denial at work.”


  “Prince Turren’s, yes,” Sebastian said.


  The queen picked up a large knife and placed the edge over a section that would divide the cake unevenly. “What?” she asked while still holding the knife. “You complained about my company and I see no reason to be fair.” She sliced into it and dropped the much smaller piece onto Sebastian’s plate. “If you keep frowning, I’ll simply eat the whole thing.”


  Sebastian sighed and accepted his piece, moving it farther away from Queen Anne in case she meant it. He grabbed his fork and plucked out a mouthful of cake that briefly held its structure before melting in his mouth. “This is actually very good,” he said.


  “Will you put up a fuss the next time I approach you with cake?”


  “Of course,” Sebastian said. “It’s the principle of the matter.”


  “I’m happy that Frederick’s report about you being troublesome turned out to be true,” Queen Anne said.


  “And why is that?” Sebastian asked.


  “Because I don’t feel guilty about this.” The Queen reached into her pocket and withdrew a small mirror framed with carved oak.


  Sebastian reached inside his cloak, but the pocket holding his mirror was empty. “Pickpocketing is not a royal habit. Give me back the gift that you stole.”


  “I will in a bit,” the queen promised. “First, tell what naughty thing you did to block mine and Frederick’s magic.”


  “An acquaintance spell. Now give it back to me.”


  Sliding her cake out of the way, Queen Anne leaned forward and smiled. “That was more than acquaintanceship I saw in my halls, boy.”


  “You can send your son off to Anerith with little supervision, but you fools watch every move he makes concerning me. I am not an enemy.” Sebastian held out his hand for the mirror. The queen stared at him for several moments, but gave it back without further comment. Sebastian wouldn’t admit he was happy to get back his only private connection to Turren. “I thought you had a privileged background. I never heard anything in your past about stealing.”


  Queen Anne laughed. “That’s not for putting food on the table. I learned to swipe things during battle.”


  “Huh?”


  “Picture you’re in a fight with a powerful wizard. Arrows are going all over the place, and the last thing you need is for your opponent to whip out a talisman and skew the odds in their favor. So, I do a little trash talking, insult their parents, and get closer than they should really let me. Then the other wizard is going through his pockets.” Queen Anne demonstrated by going through her own and pulling them out. “But nothing is there. The surprise usually gives me a second to temporarily deal with them… or permanently if I have no choice.” She leaned back in her chair and sighed. “I’ve won far more matches than I care to admit by lifting whatever was in my opponent’s pockets.”


  “Well, a word of advice,” Sebastian said he placed the mirror back. “I wouldn’t steal Turren’s unless you see him clean it with soap and water.”


  Queen Anne rolled her eyes. “When do boys ever stop being gross?”


  “Never,” Sebastian said as he ate more cake. “This is Margaret’s, isn’t it?” he asked after taking another bite.


  Queen Anne smiled. “You’re a surprisingly thoughtful boy when you want to be, aren’t you?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I have access to chefs all over the world, but you singled out Margaret’s work with no hesitation.”


  “And simple deduction. Her bakery isn’t far away from here,” Sebastian said.


  “We could be in another country and you would have guessed that was hers. That takes a lot of respect,” Queen Anne said.


  “I’m not denying that I respect her, but you’re still making foolish suppositions.”


  “For the sake of not antagonizing you while I’ve finally gotten your guard down, I’ll drop it. Why do you hate it when people bring up your good points?” the queen asked. “I mean that does explain why you’re always arguing with my son. Turren sees nothing but good in you.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “He sees the good in everyone. That doesn’t make me special.”


  “Do you truly believe I’m sharing this meal with you because Turren views you the same way as everyone else?”


  “Just because he speaks most of them aloud doesn’t mean I’m privy to all his thoughts,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m sure he’s told you the most important ones,” Queen Anne said.


  “What are you trying to get at?”


  “Nothing, I just want to know who I’m dealing with.”


  “I think your expectations of Turren’s and my situation are higher than they should be,” Sebastian said.


  “Why do you keep playing dumb when you obviously know the reason why I’m here?”


  “Your interest in me is premature when I have no plans for a permanent relationship with your son.”


  The queen raised her hands in surrender. “Fine, I could be wrong, but all I ask is that you gently break his heart. His expectations for you two are quite high.” A guard stepped forward and whispered in her ear. Queen Anne nodded and sighed. “My work awaits me, so I have to cut our meeting short. It was a pleasure to meet you, Sir Orwell.” She stood and smirked as Sebastian remained seated. “I bet you stand for Margaret and Harold, don’t you? That’s all right. I consider earning your respect to be one of my goals,” she said before taking her cake and leaving.


  The guards followed and Sebastian was left alone. “I do not want the prince, and I definitely do not love him,” he muttered to the empty space around him. “And I will not fall in love with him.”


  CHAPTER 20


   


   


  SEBASTIAN’S EARLIER thoughts played in his head as he lay in bed, but he still whispered Turren’s name into the mirror and watched the man appear, standing next to his dressing table.


  “Did you appreciate the free day I granted you?” Turren asked.


  “Don’t pat yourself on the back too hard. I still got entangled with….” Sebastian stopped speaking because he didn’t know if he should tell the prince about having cake with Queen Anne. “Never mind.”


  “Your father came by my room to check if you were here. I told him that even though I had not seen you, I was deeply flattered by the accusation.”


  Sebastian smiled. “You should find other things to be proud of.” His view suddenly tilted as Turren carried the mirror with him to the bed and jumped onto it. Everything blurred until the prince’s face was back in the mirror, surrounded by lush pillows. “Stop that before you make me dizzy.”


  “Dizzy with love?” Turren asked jokingly.


  “Have fun prying that word out of my mouth,” Sebastian said.


  “I think that could be fun.”


  “Enjoy what little victories you can,” Sebastian advised. “You won’t be able to distract my father tomorrow.”


  Turren sighed. “I wasn’t counting on it, and Captain Pembrost insisted that we only rest one day.”


  “His job is your protection, and games delaying him probably won’t make him very happy.”


  “Are you chastising me for not taking my safety seriously? Because I will take it as admission of your concern.”


  “Fine, I’m worried about you but only because you’re a naïve man.”


  “Hmmm,” Turren muttered. “I don’t know if I should go with a kettle joke or a gryphon joke.”


  Sebastian yawned. “I am getting very sleepy. Perhaps I should go to sl—”


  “Wait, I’m sorry!”


  Sebastian smirked under his hood but only asked, “Why are you preparing for bed so late?”


  “My mother abandoned my father for an imaginary errand, and I was tapped to stand in for her. Sometimes I think petitioners come because they’re bored. Barely any of their problems were extreme enough to warrant our help and could easily have been solved on their own.”


  Sebastian laughed.


  “I know I’m being insensitive and bratty. Go ahead and laugh.”


  “I’m not laughing because your thoughts are in the wrong. I’m laughing because even though you’re a prince, you are required to deal with the most inane job as the rest of us: customer service.”


  “How is that funny?”


  “People dream of being royalty every day but never consider the ramifications of such a station. If you’re annoyed by how boring people can be but still listen to them, there’s hope for you yet.”


  “I don’t understand why people think we can help them with all their problems.”


  “Did they bring up more simple complaints than usual?” Sebastian asked.


  “Yes, that’s why I’m so confused. Our people are self-reliant and take pride in their independence.”


  “Think about your current situation,” Sebastian said. “And think about the queen’s actions. You, the royal heir who had been recently wounded, took the queen’s place all day. Only a healthy man could do that, and that is what our citizens confirmed with their own eyes even if they had to ask ‘Will the sun come up tomorrow?’ to do it.”


  “It’s been weeks since the attack, but you believe people are still worried about my condition?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “Your parents brought peace to our country for decades, but we haven’t had it long enough to take stability for granted. Your parents are a touchstone for them. It’s dumb, but it makes them feel better.”


  “WHY IS it that you’re grouchy towards people but seem to understand them more than most?”


  “Because I’m an observer, and watching gives me a less biased view of the world.”


  “Any country would be blessed to have you as a ruler,” Turren whispered.


  A sarcastic quip itched on the tip of his tongue, but Sebastian didn’t know how serious the prince was right then. He didn’t want to be cruel. “That is not what I would recommend,” he said carefully. “I’m smart, but that doesn’t mean I deserve a place of power. There should be more credentials than that.”


  “Hm,” Turren said noncommittally.


  “I have to wake up early tomorrow, so I need to sleep,” Sebastian said.


  “I think this is as much as I’ll wheedle out of you for the night. Please sleep as you wish.” The mirror went dark, and Sebastian frowned at it.


  “What was that supposed to mean?”


   


   


  DESPITE HIS claims, Sebastian walked to the library while everyone slept. No guards stopped him, so he assumed Captain Pembrost was giving him a little leeway. It made Sebastian nervous, but he continued on his path. Faint magelights peeked under the doors, and they opened with no resistance.


  All that fortune in knowledge and they left the doors unlocked? Sebastian spied the stacks of books and sighed at how many they still had to go through. He placed his hands under the table and talked to the wood. It liked being in service to the library with so many wooden shelves. It knew Sebastian and the others were looking for a particular book.


  “Have you seen it?” Sebastian asked silently. The table went silent and then thrummed as if thinking.


  Sebastian closed his eyes and thought of the paper contained in all the books. Taking a deep breath, he allowed strands of his power to seep through the table and into each book, one by one. He let the table explain to the books what he was looking for. The books whispered to him, but none of them seemed to have information about the Heart of Light. As his magic spread deeper, the whispering grew louder. In the middle, they sensed the book containing the hidden knowledge. Sebastian didn’t know which book and poured more magic out. The books guided the threads higher. Not much longer and he would have it.


  Sebastian smiled. Maybe I can save Turren from another attack. The whispering began shouting in his head, and as his magic spiraled to what must have been the right book, pain shot through his right wrist.


  Sebastian jerked back and tried to summon a ward around himself, but his magic wouldn’t come. His power still surrounded the books, but he was completely cut off. Sebastian held his wrist and searched the dark room. Nothing moved, but someone was there with him. Someone who has the ability to see how my magic works and ward me away from it. Sebastian smiled bitterly. “I guess I shouldn’t underestimate the ability to see truth in words and magic, Father.”


  “You become distracted when you use magic,” Lord Orwell said from the darkness. “You need to work on that.”


  “Why did you stop me? What is it that you don’t want me to see?”


  “A moment,” his father said, and Sebastian watched as the magic he had poured into the books seeped out and lit up the room in a barrier. “This is not a conversation for prying eyes or ears.”


  “You said you didn’t work with Trenton anymore, so why did you interfere?” Sebastian’s bottom lip trembled with anger.


  Lord Orwell stepped into the magelight and crossed his arms. “I hid that information so Trenton couldn’t use the Heart of Light. Frederick or Queen Anne might see past the spell, and I can’t have that.”


  “But you’ll let Turren die to protect your secret? Trenton already saw what’s inside of it, or he wouldn’t be after him. Why won’t you let the others see it?”


  “It’s a lie I placed in all the books, but the royal family’s circumstances give them the ability to figure out the riddle more than Trenton could,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I have no idea what you’re saying.”


  “People closer to the truth will see past the lie. As it stands, Trenton will never be able to use the amulet.”


  “Then why is he after Turren?” Sebastian asked.


  “The riddle points away from the true catalyst, but Trenton’s mind is twisted and he interpreted it in a way I didn’t predict. I should have seen it as a possibility, but hindsight and all that.” Lord Orwell shrugged.


  “Fuck your hindsight, and tell me, what does that bastard think the riddle means?” Sebastian demanded.


  Lord Orwell cleared his throat. “If you’re an arrogant wizard who doesn’t want to contemplate a magical object beyond your reach, the passage could be interpreted as the amulet activating by the user eating the heart of a pure soul. And I mean under the severest mental deficiency.”


  Sebastian’s jaw dropped in horror. “He plans on eating Prince Turren’s heart?”


  “Probably.”


  “Fix it. I don’t care how, but you fix this. Turren is a good man, and he doesn’t deserve this, Father!”


  “This is not an easy situation to fix, and all scenarios lead to one path: contacting Trenton. I can’t do that and place our family in harm’s way for your infatuation,” Lord Orwell said. “I’m sorry, but I won’t do it.”


  “You will,” Sebastian whispered.


  “Or what?”


  “I’ll stay here when you go. I’ll stay by Turren’s side until I know he’s safe,” Sebastian said.


  “Oh, so you’ve taken up the life of protector. How well did that go for Richard?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “I’m not you. I can’t just allow an innocent man to die.”


  “But you’re willing to give an evil man access to one of the most powerful objects in the world to save your prince?”


  “You don’t know that,” Sebastian said.


  “There are little ways I can amend my translation without leading Trenton closer to the truth,” Lord Orwell said. “Keeping him from the Heart of Light’s power was the only good thing I’ve ever done.”


  “If Turren is the key, can he use the amulet?”


  “This is not an object any person should wield.”


  “Can it be destroyed? That has to be a better alternative than Trenton using it,” Sebastian said.


  Lord Orwell looked to the side. “That’s debatable. Anyways, my mind is made up, and I’m not saving Turren so this world can go to shit.”


  “That’s your argument? One man dies to save the many? You were the last person I expected to believe such nonsense,” Sebastian said.


  “That’s because you’re a naïve boy, and even worse, now you’re in love.”


  “Father, I meant what I said. I’ll stay if you don’t help me.”


  Lord Orwell stalked to his son and pushed the hood back. “Look me in the eyes and tell me that boy is worth risking all of our lives. Yours, mine, your siblings’, your mother’s. Is this boy worth it?”


  Sebastian straightened his shoulders and looked his father in the face. “If I allow him to die, then I deserve the fate Ophelia foretold.”


  Shaking his head, Lord Orwell lowered his hands. “Gods, you’re a fool. I’ll contact him under one condition. You do not see Prince Turren after this. Ever.” He reached down and pulled on Sebastian’s cloak pocket. “No more mirror visits, no kissing in the halls, nothing. Break your word, and I’ll hand him over to Trenton on a silver platter. Do you agree?”


  It was hard for Sebastian to breathe, but he had no other choice. “I accept your terms.”


  His father nodded and turned on his heels, leaving Sebastian behind in the empty library.


  CHAPTER 21


   


   


  SEBASTIAN FELT foolish after seeing his father. One little promise and he was numb. It had been years since Sebastian had seen Turren before he came into their forest. Why should it matter if Sebastian never saw him again? They hadn’t done anything but kiss. We don’t even qualify as lovers, Sebastian thought as Turren rambled about his day.


  “Are you listening?” Turren asked.


  “Hm?” Sebastian said for maybe the fifth time.


  “If I said I slayed a fifty-headed hydra, you would probably say ‘hm’ again. Where is your mind at today?”


  “Nowhere special,” Sebastian said. They had gone through the books that day and still another failure. Sebastian had been ordered to pretend last night had never happened, but it was hard not looking at that middle pile of books where his magic had traveled. “I’m sorry, I’m just not good company tonight. I think I’ll just go to sleep.”


  “That’s all right. I’m happy just seeing you. Good night, Sebastian.”


  “Good night, Turren.” Sebastian broke the connection and sighed. He didn’t know if breaking all contact with the prince before he left would be best. Maybe he should take all that he could get—ignore his father’s orders not to see Turren at the castle completely. He could spend a whole afternoon with Turren, but everything Sebastian thought of didn’t make up for what he was losing. The one damn person who might not care about what I look like, and I have to give him up.


  “Fuck this.” Sebastian got out of bed and put on his cloak. If I’m going to stop seeing him, then I’m going to leave with real regrets, Sebastian thought. He snuck out of his room and walked to Turren’s room. As usual, he wasn’t stopped in the halls and made it to his destination. He took a deep breath and reached for the door handle. As his hand closed on the latch, a hand closed around his forearm. Startled, Sebastian jerked his arm free of Captain Pembrost’s firm grip.


  Captain Pembrost touched Turren’s door, forming a magical barrier against sound and Sebastian.


  “You’re in a mood tonight,” Sebastian said. “I thought you were trying to get me into Turren’s bed.”


  “I was in a worse mood last night when I felt strange magic cover the only leads to Turren’s survival. What were you and your father up to last night?”


  “I didn’t do anything wrong. I used my magic to try and single out which book was responsible for this mess.”


  “And?” Captain Pembrost asked.


  “It didn’t work.”


  “You’re lying to me, and you think I’ll let you in my prince’s room?” the captain growled.


  “I’ve had plenty of chances to harm him if I wanted to, and I would never be dumb enough to try in this damn castle,” Sebastian growled back.


  “I don’t care. Until I know wh—” Captain Pembrost stopped speaking and touched the talisman around his neck. He frowned and shook his head, but he stepped away from the door. The magical barrier fell away too, and Captain Pembrost stomped off.


  Only the king or queen could have dissuaded him in that mood, but it didn’t stop Sebastian from fulfilling his goal. He slowly opened Turren’s door and slipped into the room. Quietly, he closed the door behind him and turned to see the prince moving his hand vigorously under the sheets. “Bas-tian.” The word came stilted out of Turren’s mouth.


  Sebastian tilted his head to the side and smiled. “Is that what you do after all our talks?”


  Turren yelped and pulled the sheets up to his chest. “What are you doing here?”


  “I thought of another conversation that would be better to have in person,” Sebastian said.


  “So you came here, unannounced and without knocking?” Turren frowned. “And it’s the middle of the night.”


  “It’s not like you were sleeping.”


  “I wasn’t expecting company.”


  “You never did answer my question,” Sebastian said.


  “What of it? What I do in the privacy of my room is none of your business.”


  “You’re very defensive for a man caught in the act while defiling my name.”


  The prince’s eyes narrowed, and his hand slid deliberately under the sheet. The sheet lowered, and Turren pulled his cock through his hand for Sebastian to see. “You are all about boundaries; well, this is mine. You can leave or you can watch,” Turren said as he thrust into his hand. His dark blue gaze fastened on Sebastian, and Turren grunted as he moved faster.


  “Your hand is better than the real thing?” Sebastian asked quietly. Turren’s hand stopped with visible effort, and he whipped the covers off the bed. He stood up and walked to Sebastian, magelight reflecting off his naked body.


  Turren stopped directly in front of Sebastian. “Repeat what you just said.”


  Things were kind of going according to Sebastian’s plan, but he wasn’t sure what to do with Turren. And a highly aroused naked man at that. A hand captured Sebastian’s chin, and he was forced to look up.


  “Why did you come here, and why aren’t you leaving yet?”


  Sebastian yanked his chin out of Turren’s grasp. “I need a moment to think. I thought you would be more cooperative and less standoffish.”


  Turren took a step back. “What were you expecting tonight?”


  “This, sort of,” Sebastian said while waving his hand over Turren’s body.


  “Are you teasing me?”


  “I’m beginning to think this was a bad idea. Maybe I should go.” Sebastian turned to leave, but Turren gently grabbed his elbow. He raised Sebastian’s hand to his lips.


  “Forgive me, but this is a fantasy I never dreamed would come true. Please sit with me and we’ll talk first.” Turren tentatively pulled Sebastian to the bed, and both men sat down. Turren grabbed a strip of a cover and draped it over his lap. “Is that better?”


  “Yes,” Sebastian muttered.


  “I’m too afraid to ask what brought this on, but I will ask: Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” Sebastian whispered. He cleared his throat. “I would like to go to bed with you,” he said louder.


  Turren leaned over and kissed Sebastian’s cheek. “Wait here and I’ll grab a few things. All right?” he said as he squeezed Sebastian’s hand.


  “All right.” The lips moved to his mouth, and then a tongue briefly tasted him.


  “You can change your mind.”


  Sebastian looked up at Turren in confusion. “Have you changed your mind?”


  Turren laughed. He stood, and his cock seemed even harder. “Not even if I had to traverse through all seven hells to be here with you.”


  Sebastian stared at his hands while Turren went to go rummage in his bath chamber. There was clinking of glass vials and a few curses of frustration, but Turren returned smiling triumphantly. The bright smile turned into a frown.


  “Are you going to undress?”


  Sebastian had prepared for this part. “I will afterwards.”


  “You want to bed me, but you don’t trust me.”


  “I trust you, but I need to know that my face doesn’t matter. I swear I’ll show you, but it can only be after,” Sebastian said. “You’ll see why… if you still want to do this.”


  Turren bent so they were eye to eye. “Your word. If we have sex, you will reveal yourself to me?”


  “Yes,” Sebastian promised.


  “This is going to be awkward if I can’t see what I’m touching.”


  “It’s all right. I won’t hold it against you.” Sebastian smiled nervously, wishing he could take off his cloak right then.


  “Please move farther onto the bed and lie back,” Turren said.


  I’m really doing this, Sebastian thought as he obeyed.


  Turren lay across him and kissed him again.


  Sebastian wrapped his arms around Turren’s bare shoulders and smiled against the prince’s mouth. “How many sword lessons do you have every day?”


  “Enough to survive assassinations just so you can hold on to me.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “I’m in your bed. There’s no need for more wooing.”


  “You coming to my bed willingly when I was still concerned about being presumptuous deserves sweet words,” Turren said as he covered Sebastian’s mouth completely.


  Always a damn charmer, Sebastian thought and closed his eyes to enjoy Turren’s weight on him. It was an unfamiliar comfort, and Sebastian didn’t know if he would experience it again. Hands grasped the ties of Sebastian’s cloak but couldn’t untangle them. Turren pulled away and glared at the garment.


  “How are we supposed to do this if I can’t undress you?”


  “I guess I’ll have to help,” Sebastian said. “Um….” He looked at Turren, whose eyebrow arched, and tried to figure out how they were going to do this. Placing his hand on Turren’s shoulder, Sebastian gently pushed him back and unfastened his pants. While Sebastian moved his fingers, Turren licked his lips. He glanced at Turren’s cock. Its hard tip glistened with seed, and Sebastian had no doubt where the prince planned on releasing it. When he looked up again, Turren was closer and kissed him again. “That’s not helping.”


  “I’m simply finding a way to enjoy your rules.” Turren kissed Sebastian again.


  Sebastian lowered his pants so Turren had access to his lower body. Taking a deep breath, he took one of Turren’s hands and guided him to the unprotected skin. Fingers closed over his cock and squeezed. Sebastian moaned into Turren’s mouth.


  Turren’s lips moved to Sebastian’s chin. “Would you please take off one glove? I’m close enough that I can’t see your skin. Please?” he begged again, squeezing Sebastian just a little more and making him groan.


  “All right.” Sebastian scraped off a glove by using his side as leverage and tossed it aside. Turren guided his hand just as Sebastian had done, and soon both men stroked each other in unison. It was strange touching another man’s cock, but Turren’s efforts relaxed him, and he grew bolder, pumping his fists in longer strokes so his hand brushed Turren’s balls. Each time, Sebastian slid his hand from root to tip, and Turren did the same. “Ah!” As usual, the prince couldn’t be content with what Sebastian gave. Turren’s other hand snuck beneath Sebastian’s balls and toward a hole untouched by others. He could have given me a warning, Sebastian thought but he didn’t stop Turren from exploring the delicate skin. They were very soft touches filled with curiosity and passion.


  Turren leaned forward and kissed Sebastian’s forehead. “I need to apply the oil now.”


  Sebastian let go of Turren’s cock and nodded emphatically before he lost his nerve. With his palm, Turren pushed Sebastian on his back.


  “I promise I will be considerate, and though I have not bedded another, I will satisfy your needs.”


  Sebastian blinked and raised himself on his elbows. “What?”


  “Why are you confused? I thought I spoke very clearly.”


  “You spoke clearly, but how can you be a virgin?”


  “By not having sex.”


  The intimacy of the situation made even Sebastian aware of how his word choices needed to be taken with care. “I’m asking how can a rich prince with the bonus of being handsome still be a virgin? You had to have men throwing themselves at you as soon as you hit puberty.”


  Turren sighed as he put the oil bottle down next to Sebastian’s head. “I’ve had offers, but I’m not as naïve as you and other people think. Yes, I could have taken many men to bed, but it was mostly lords and other sons from royal families who had the guts to ask. Many of them would have been willing to have a brief tryst, but others might have pushed for marriage. I could either open myself up to a troublesome situation or I could wait and see if the person I cared for ever returned my feelings.”


  “What if this never happened?” Sebastian asked, waving a hand at both of them.


  “I had to believe that your heart was able to accept mine, or I would never marry.”


  Sebastian shook his head. “You’re either the most optimistic man I’ve ever met, or the most insane.”


  “I prefer the former,” Turren said. “Now, may we continue?”


  “Wait,” Sebastian said, thinking of the heavy weight of the thick cock he had held earlier. “This is my first time too.” Turren didn’t blink or show any response that he was surprised. Sebastian sighed. “At least pretend this is news to you.”


  “You hate being touched by other people and never reveal your face. That comes with a lot of easy assumptions.”


  “Whatever. But I think I should mention that I’m quite skilled at magic.”


  “I already know this.”


  “Yes, but I can also transfigure things and return them to their original shape without any side effects.”


  “I don’t know what you’re saying, Sebastian.”


  “Since this is my first time, and I’m guessing you want me to be the receptacle tonight, my comfort could be better handled if you weren’t so… large,” Sebastian finished.


  Turren’s eyes widened. “Do you mean a shrinking spell on my—”


  “Only a very tiny—” Sebastian stopped his bad phrasing and went on. “I mean a small spell with little reaction…. Gods, why can’t there be a better way to put it?”


  Turren frowned and came down on Sebastian’s mouth so hard that Sebastian almost bit his lip. “I’m sorry, Sebastian,” he said after allowing Sebastian to breathe again. “But you have lost all talking privileges.” Proving his words, he covered Sebastian’s mouth again in deep kisses.


  Turren’s tongue overwhelmed Sebastian’s, and Sebastian’s head sank into the pillows. He wrapped his arms around Turren’s neck, and the prince’s naked body pressed against him. His legs were pulled apart, and his pants were lowered to his knees. The enchanted cloak wrapped around the exposed skin, but Turren’s oiled fingers were given admittance beneath the cloth.


  “This isn’t how I imagined us, but it’s not a disappointment, either,” Turren said as a fingertip disappeared in Sebastian’s ass and from his own view. “You may be giving me a fetish after all.”


  “Shut—ah!” Sebastian cried out as the finger went deeper.


  “No speaking,” Turren said as he grabbed Sebastian’s cock and thrust his finger back and forth in Sebastian’s ass.


  Another finger joined the first one, and Sebastian blew out his breath, taking both of them inside him. As if to distract him, Turren drizzled oil on Sebastian’s cock and smeared it across the shaft. Gripping Sebastian’s cock, Turren crushed his lips against Sebastian’s just as a third finger pushed into his ass. Sebastian grunted, feeling a little pain, but Turren’s other hand sped up mercilessly at the same time.


  Despite feeling uncomfortable with several fingers in his ass, Sebastian clutched onto Turren’s shoulders from the attention Turren gave his cock. As his hole relaxed, Turren’s fingers plunged deeper, and Sebastian’s seed spilled onto the prince’s chest. Turren finally released his mouth, and Sebastian could breathe again while Turren raised his legs, his pants falling off his foot.


  “You are no longer forbidden to talk,” Turren said as he slowly pushed his cock inside of Sebastian.


  Panic began building in Sebastian’s chest. Why I am doing this? Why did I trust the prince with my body? Maybe I’m not ready to let someone inside of me. Breath touched his cheek, and Sebastian looked up to see Prince Turren staring where Sebastian’s eyes were hidden by his hood.


  “Thank you,” Turren whispered as a tear fell onto Sebastian’s cheek.


  Sebastian smiled and hugged Turren closer. “You’re an idiot.”


  “A happy… one.” Turren rested his forehead against Sebastian’s and moaned when his cock was fully sheathed. “You’re very warm but kind of tight.”


  “Because that is not an average size, you ass.”


  “And tighter, please relax, Sebastian.”


  “No one told you to be this large.”


  “Wait a moment,” Turren said, and his cock pulled out of Sebastian’s ass.


  Sebastian breathed a sigh of relief, but then more oil dripped onto his hole. Turren massaged it into him and added more oil to his own cock. Pressing into Sebastian again, he went in smoothly and moaned.


  “That’s better,” Turren said.


  It was still uncomfortable for Sebastian, but there was no pain. Sebastian’s head snapped back when Turren thrust into him without warning. “You as—ah!”


  “Bastian!” Turren gasped out. Once the prince’s hips started moving, he never stopped or slowed, rutting inside Sebastian as pleasure overtook him.


  The room blurred as Sebastian’s body moved with Turren. Turren buckled and groaned in his ear as release found him. Sweaty and mouth wide open, Turren looked lost and confused. Sebastian brought the prince’s mouth down to his, and they kissed while Turren thrust out the remnants of his pleasure. Turren sighed and plopped on top of Sebastian, cradling his head in Sebastian’s neck. Sebastian was too tired to complain about the heavy weight.


  “Sorry,” Turren said and slid off to collapse next to him.


  Sebastian stared at the ceiling and tried to catch his breath. What do we do now? Do we kiss? Do we talk? He lay there and wondered what Turren would do, but the silence was soon broken by the prince’s snores. I can live with that, Sebastian thought as he closed his eyes and let the exhaustion take over.


  CHAPTER 22


   


   


  WATER DRIPPING woke Sebastian. He groaned as he turned over and saw Turren sitting up with a bowl of water and rag in his hands. “What are you doing?” Sebastian mumbled.


  “Waiting for you to keep your word so I can clean you.”


  “Damn you for being an early riser.” If I had wakened first, I could have slipped out of the prince’s room without having to reveal myself.


  “I have a feeling that dishonorable thoughts are running through your head, and I was wise to set a waking spell.”


  “Bastard.”


  Turren crossed his arms.


  “Fine, a deal is a deal,” Sebastian said. “But you don’t tell your parents, Pembrost, or Frederick anything about me. Understood?”


  “Yes.”


  Sebastian whipped the covers off and sat up. He gripped the edge of his hood and looked at Turren. Closing his eyes, Sebastian pushed back the hood quickly and waited for Turren’s response. Seconds passed, and Turren said nothing. Sebastian opened his eyes and the prince appeared hurt. He straightened his shoulders. “What is it?”


  “I thought you trusted me, Sebastian. After what we did, I expected you to keep your word.”


  “Huh?”


  Turren shook his head and turned away. “I don’t care how beautiful that illusion is, I want to see the real you.”


  Sebastian lounged on his side and leaned his head on his hand. “Are you trying to tell me that you would choose a hideous visage over this?”


  “I have told you that since the moment we met again,” Turren said and faced Sebastian. “This means nothing,” he said while pointing to Sebastian’s body. “I thought you would keep your promise. I thought that I meant more to you.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes to the heavens and sighed. “You are the biggest fool I’ve ever met.”


  “Do not mock me,” Turren said, anger filling his voice.


  “When I was a baby, my brothers took me to Silver Lake, and they lost sight of me. A woman found me and tried to take me home with her. My brothers caught her in time, but she still tried to take me. You see, my brothers were too plain to be my kin, so she assumed they were lying. I had to be pried from her arms, and she sobbed as if her child had been taken from her. When I was six, two lords came upon me and were struck so much by my appearance they decided at the same time to bring me home. Both of them couldn’t have me, so they dueled to the death. They died on each other’s blades, and Mother later found me covered in their blood.”


  “People thought their madness was brought on by the forest,” Turren whispered.


  Sebastian laughed bitterly. “They were poisoned by my beauty. At eleven, people no longer wanted me as a beautiful child. They wanted me for other things, and I found out the hard way when I stupidly lowered my hood when I was alone. A man appeared, and a strange instinct told me to run. I didn’t make it far, and he seemed madder than the others. I broke away as he tore at my clothes, and that’s when Harold and Margaret found me. I had my hood up before they could even look at my face, and the man used it as an excuse for why he attacked me. He claimed I was a beast who tried to rob him. Harold knew who I was because of my cloak and used his magic to see past the spell. As soon as he saw my face, he knew. Margaret saw too, and she cursed my attacker. Harold brought me home, and I haven’t showed any strangers my face since.”


  Turren had leaned in during Sebastian’s tale, and he brushed his fingers through Sebastian’s fine golden hair.


  “You see, I am cursed, just not in the way people think.”


  “I’m sorry for doubting you,” Turren said.


  “I’m not mad at you. It’s rare for me to hear that my face isn’t good enough.”


  “You know what I meant!” Turren blushed.


  Sebastian smiled and watched as Turren’s face filled with wonder. “I get to see your expressions instead of always guessing. This is very nice.”


  “I see that,” Sebastian said as he glanced down to Turren’s hardening cock. “You’re more enthusiastic than when you first woke up.”


  “That’s because now I know you have confidence in me, and you care for me.”


  Sebastian pointed at Turren’s crotch. “Not enough for me to do anything about that until another day.”


  “I have healing salve,” Turren said. “It could soothe any sore muscles and we could try again.”


  “Your fingers couldn’t get deep enough to soothe all my sore muscles, Prince Too-Well-Endowed.”


  “I don’t necessarily have to apply the salve in your ass with my fingers.”


  Sebastian blinked. “Are you sure this was your first time? Because you’re quite perverted.”


  “I merely offered a solution,” Turren said.


  “A most convenient solution, but I admire your creativity.”


  Turren looked at Sebastian hopefully.


  “Not that much,” Sebastian said. “You may clean me, and then apply salve with your fingers, but then we go back to sleep. Understood?”


  “Yes,” Turren said while looking down like a chastised puppy.


  “You would be more believable if this….” Sebastian reached over and brushed his thumb across the tip of Turren’s leaking cock. “Wasn’t so wet,” he said and tasted his thumb. “Salty but not horrible.”


  Turren’s jaw dropped. “That’s not fair!”


  “What isn’t fair?”


  “You’re still wearing clothes and you got to taste me.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He flung off his cloak and unbuttoned his shirt. Next, he lay back, fully displayed for the prince. “We’re even. Happy?”


  “Yes and no.” Prince Turren gulped as he gazed at Sebastian’s body. More cum dropped onto his thigh.


  “It’s still not going into my ass again,” Sebastian said.


  “May I at least taste your seed?” Turren asked.


  “I don’t know if I’m in the mood to produce any more,” Sebastian said.


  “I assure you, Bastian, that I will make you cum again.”


  “Fine, but don’t say I didn—” He broke off as Turren bent down and his tongue touched the tip of Sebastian’s cock. Turren kissed it and opened his lips to pull it into his mouth. Sebastian gasped out “Cheater” and wrapped his hands around Turren’s head. Turren pulled him in deeper, and Sebastian’s cock stiffened. “You’ve done this before.”


  Turren popped Sebastian’s cock out of his mouth and said, “Yes. No one asks or considers marriage during this act, and it has far less repercussions than bedding a man.” His mouth encircled Sebastian’s cock again, ending any further discussion.


  The sound of a bottle being uncorked interrupted Sebastian’s moans. Mint filled the air and fingers returned to Sebastian’s ass. Between the invading fingers and Turren’s wet mouth, Sebastian’s balls tightened far quicker than he expected. His back arched as seed spurted down Turren’s throat. Turren’s fingers kept thrusting inside of him, and Turren refused to release his cock. It wasn’t until Sebastian was completely dry that his cock was permitted to fall from Turren’s mouth. Sebastian breathed heavily and covered his face with his arms. He was too boneless to do anything, but Turren did exactly as Sebastian had asked. When Sebastian’s breaths evened out, a warm, wet cloth rubbed down his abdomen and to his cock. Then Turren spread Sebastian’s legs to clean out his ass. This is too intimate. Another cloth, dry this time, swept over the areas the rag had passed, and then the covers were placed over him. Turren scooted closer to him, and so Turren couldn’t see his tears, Sebastian buried his face in the prince’s chest. It was stupid to be sentimental and even dumber to become emotional at such a late stage. During would have made more sense, but regardless of what he wanted, Sebastian couldn’t stop crying.


  “Are you all right?” Turren asked, his breath touching the top of Sebastian’s head.


  “Yes. Just ignore me and go to sleep,” Sebastian ordered.


  “As you wish,” Turren said and kissed the top of Sebastian’s head.


  His tears did finally stop, and Sebastian realized why he’d cried. Turren might be the only person Sebastian could love, but Sebastian had a promise to keep in order to protect him.


   


   


  CAPTAIN PEMBROST struck his sword against the queen’s blade and hoped he could withstand her strength. “I still… don’t see… why… you… trust….” The queen’s next blow brought him to his knees, and he rolled away to evade her next swing. “The boy,” he said after standing again.


  “You’re going to lose the argument and the fight,” King Harris said without looking up as he turned a page of his book.


  “But it makes no sense.” Captain Pembrost ducked her next blow but fell as Queen Anne’s boot caught him on the sternum. “I give,” he coughed out.


  Queen Anne swung her blade over her shoulder and slid it into the scabbard on her back. “He passed my first test, so I’m confident he is not using Turren.”


  “What test?” Pembrost asked.


  “That cake I ordered was a mood cake.”


  Captain Pembrost frowned. “I’m surprised a chef would make a dish that could corrupt their skills based on the eater’s feelings.”


  “I had to pay extra for it, and I wouldn’t reveal she baked it unless the subject had a positive reaction,” Queen Anne said.


  “And?” the captain asked.


  “Sebastian guessed that Margaret made it after one bite,” King Harris said as the queen smirked.


  “He’s been around her and Harold for years,” the captain said. “The boy could have guessed that even with a magicked cake.”


  “No,” the queen said. “If his feelings weren’t real, the cake would have tasted odd, and he never would have guessed that Margaret made it. But the cake tasted delicious, and nothing was different to him.”


  “Which means he’s in love with the prince,” the captain murmured. “But men do things to hurt loved ones if they’re forced to choose family.”


  “I’m not blind to that possibility, but I trust him,” Queen Anne said.


  “Sebastian lies constantly, and you must have felt that spell too, Your Majesty. He’s up to something. King Harris, are you going along with letting Sebastian do whatever he wants?”


  “I agree with Anne’s assessment of the boy, but I also believe that not watching his every move grants us the ability to catch him in whatever schemes you believe he’s mixed up in when Sebastian thinks he’s unobserved.”


  Anne walked to the throne steps and sat down next to Harris. She dug into her pockets and pulled out five gold coins. “Indecisiveness is not a trait welcomed in a ruler. Pick a side, and put down a wager.”


  Harris closed his book. “Do you want to make a wager concerning our son’s love life?”


  “I have no doubt that I’m right, so yes.”


  “And I’m the one stuck betting against him?”


  “If you had more faith in a positive outcome, you would have suggested it first,” Anne said. “This is your punishment for being a cynic.”


  “We’ll see about that,” Harris said and grabbed the amulet hanging from his neck.


  Minutes later, Frederick swiftly walked into the throne room. After the doors closed behind him, he looked around in confusion. “You said it was urgent.”


  “It is,” Harris said. “What is your opinion of Sebastian, and do you think he is planning to endanger Turren’s life?”


  Frederick looked at Captain Pembrost. “I thought he updated you about Sebastian’s recent activities.”


  “But I still need your opinion for how I’m going to proceed. Turren will be devastated if we don’t act quickly,” King Harris said.


  “I know there is little evidence supporting it, but I think the boy is acting on his own motives. I have the same feeling about Lord Orwell. If Lord Orwell was helping Trenton, then Trenton would be using the Heart of Light by now. I just don’t know what father or son is up to.”


  “So a third opinion,” Queen Anne said. “Sebastian is working in Turren’s favor; Sebastian is working for his father and by that thread also for Trenton; or Sebastian has his own motives.”


  Frederick frowned at Harris. “This is a bet, isn’t it?”


  “And you’re even more indecisive than me,” Harris said. “I think you can put him down on Anne’s side.”


  “You’re betting against Turren?”


  “I prefer betting against Sebastian’s integrity,” Harris said.


  “Turren will not see it the same way,” Frederick warned.


  Queen Anne smiled. “I know my son. His pride would make him bet on Sebastian’s love for him.”


  Frederick shook his head. “But Harris is at a disadvantage because our goal is to turn Sebastian to our side.”


  “That boy is just as stubborn as Lord Orwell, so my money is safe,” Harris said.


  “I want to believe in Sebastian, but I’m too close to the boy to see him clearly,” Captain Pembrost said.


  “Are you voting against him because he lied to you?” Frederick asked.


  “Him and Turren. I’m not saying Sebastian is evil, but we’re going to need more than that boy’s will to get to the bottom of this.”


  “I’m working on that as we speak,” Anne said.


  “Of course you are. You always cheat,” Harris said.


  “It’s the only way I captured a stubborn man like you, and fighting fair won’t get Turren his love.”


  “But what if Sebastian is guilty of conspiring with Turren’s enemies?” Captain Pembrost asked.


  “Then we get him out of it before he’s in too deep,” Harris said.


  “That’s your solution if things go badly?” Frederick asked.


  “It’s the only solution that Turren won’t defy,” Harris said. “He’ll trust Sebastian no matter what he finds out, and his cooperation is the only way we can guarantee his safety.”


  Anne poked her husband’s side. “Look at you becoming an expert in the ways of love.”


  “I know firsthand how love can make people do irrational things.”


  “Is that aimed at me or yourself?” Anne asked.


  “Truth be told, both.” Harris sighed.


  CHAPTER 23


   


   


  FAINT LIGHT streamed past his eyelids, and Sebastian stretched out his arms. One arm was blocked by a large object, and he suddenly remembered the night before. Sebastian stopped moving and tried to think. There was an arm tightly wound around his waist, and something hard pressing against his thigh.


  “You are ready to go at all times of the day, aren’t you?” Sebastian whispered to the man at his back. Remembering the morning in the woods when he’d tried to escape out from under Turren’s arm, Sebastian slid as slowly as possible out from under Turren’s reach. He had a lot of bed to crawl across without waking the prince, so it felt like forever until his feet touched the floor.


  Crawling, so Turren wouldn’t immediately see him if he suddenly woke, Sebastian gathered his clothes. He had to press his head on the floor to get his underwear and pants on, but the rest of his clothes were easier to maneuver in his position. Peeking at Turren one more time, Sebastian crawled to the door and turned the knob as quietly as he could. It didn’t squeak, and he opened it just as delicately. Turren didn’t stir, and Sebastian scooted out the small opening to run into the legs of Captain Pembrost. Ignoring the man, Sebastian gently closed the door behind him and stood.


  “Good morning, Sir Orwell,” Captain Pembrost said.


  “Good morning.” Sebastian turned in the direction of his room.


  “Will you be staying for breakfast?” Captain Pembrost asked.


  Sebastian rolled his eyes under his hood. “Stop being nosy.”


  “I will when you’re truthful with me.”


  “Would you leave the subject be if I told you I’m more honest with the prince?”


  “That would mean Turren is being just as dishonest as you.”


  “I didn’t tell you that so you could pester him with your nonsense too,” Sebastian said.


  “Your protectiveness of the prince is a good sign.”


  “I have better things to do.” Sebastian pushed past the captain.


  “Breakfast with your father, who I’m sure doesn’t know you’re here.”


  “An empty threat, because no matter how much you’re mad at me or Turren, you won’t betray him,” Sebastian said.


  “Can I make the same assumption about you?” Pembrost asked.


  “I’ll do what I have to in order to keep him alive,” Sebastian said as he walked away.


   


   


  “YOU’RE LATE,” Lord Orwell said as Sebastian pulled out a chair at the large table. “Lord Piadas chose to wait for you before eating.”


  Sebastian looked at his father’s half-eaten plate. “A sentiment I see you didn’t share.”


  “You’re my son. I have no reason to impress you.”


  “And I can’t fault a sane man for balking at an impossible feat,” Sebastian said.


  “I wasn’t waiting just because of propriety, Sebastian. I would like to speak with you in private,” Lord Piadas said.


  “About what?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “It’s a sensitive subject, and Frederick wanted you to help him search Turren’s belongings today.”


  Lord Orwell put his fork down and leaned toward him. “Lord Piadas, I have known you for a short amount of time, but you are still a guest of the king and queen, who have shown too much interest in my son. Why would I allow you to be alone with him?”


  “What I want to discuss is not of a romantic nature, but a favor. Sebastian is old enough to make his own decisions.”


  Sebastian knew he was being baited but took it anyway. “He does have a point, Father.”


  Lord Orwell glared at him. “And I will not give you an excuse to disobey me.”


  “If he makes an outrageous request, then I will be your ever-dutiful son.”


  “Remember, defy me and we return home immediately,” Lord Orwell said.


  “It is a simple matter,” Lord Piadas said.


  “It better be,” Lord Orwell said.


   


   


  INSTEAD OF a private room, Lord Piadas led Sebastian to the library. They were the only ones inside, and Lord Piadas had locked the doors placed wards on them.


  “This doesn’t instill confidence, Lord Piadas,” Sebastian said.


  “I have been told that you are a wizard of considerable power.”


  Sebastian glared. “Frederick or Captain Pembrost has been talkative.”


  “The prince’s life is at stake, and silence isn’t helpful. I was also told that you performed a spell over the books,” Lord Piadas said as he pointed to the huge stacks.


  “Definitely Frederick,” Sebastian said and sat down on one of the chairs. “What’s the favor?”


  “Frederick believes your magic spoke to the books but your spell was interrupted.”


  “Did Frederick say what interrupted it?”


  Lord Piadas glanced at the locked doors. “He said your father’s magic broke it. It was too faint because your original spell had been used to form the second one, but he believed your father’s influenced it.”


  “And that’s why you separated me from him. You’re hoping I do it again?”


  “I was unaware of the rumors about you and the prince, but there must be something to them if Lord Orwell has forbidden you to see him,” Lord Piadas said.


  “Not to mention I do love getting on my father’s nerves. You were counting on that too, correct?”


  “You don’t appear the type of man who likes his life being controlled.” Lord Piadas took a chair and placed it beside Sebastian’s. “All I’m asking is for you to perform the same spell, and Frederick will remove all traces of it so your father won’t find out.”


  “If that’s all you’re asking,” Sebastian said. “Fine, I’ll do it.”


  Lord Piadas blinked. “You will?”


  “Why not? My father is being unreasonable, and you’ve been so kind to me,” Sebastian said, hoping he sounded sincere. It was insulting that Lord Piadas thought he was that gullible, but if it gave Sebastian a chance to find that damned book, then he would take it.


  “All right, let’s get started.” Lord Piadas stood and waited for Sebastian to join him. They walked to the stacks, and he hung back. “If you need space, I can stand over here.”


  “That’s fine,” Sebastian said. He raised his hands and sent out his magic as he had done that night. The tables were eager to talk to him again, and even the books were excited. Sebastian tamped down their emotions to make them focus on what he needed. He reminded him of the book and they all became agitated. One book filled Sebastian’s mind with anger.


  He took my page, it seethed. He stole it and ate it!


  Sebastian frowned. That had to be the book they were looking for. What do you mean the page is gone? he thought to it.


  Eaten by an ugly bug. I hope it dies. The books became excited again, and Sebastian couldn’t get any more from them.


  Sebastian lowered his hands and called back his magic.


  “Well, which one is it?” Lord Piadas asked.


  “None of them,” Sebastian said quietly.


  Lord Piadas frowned. “But Frederick was certain your magic would work. Please, try again,” he insisted.


  “It’s not here and I’m wasting my time,” Sebastian said. He stalked past the lord, but Lord Piadas grabbed for his cloak. It slipped from his fingers, and Sebastian brushed off the touch in annoyance.


  “But, Sir Orwell—”


  “I know my power, Lord Piadas. We’re done here.” Sebastian went to the locked doors and forced his power to break the wards and locks. Surprising the two guards outside, Sebastian whisked by them and stopped by a window to control his anger. It would be too suspicious to confront his father right then, so Sebastian had to wait for a better chance.


  “Save me from duplicitous men who use their own sons.” I’ll make him pay for this. Once calm and collected, Sebastian walked past guards holding amulets and probably getting orders from Captain Pembrost. No one tried to stop him, so Sebastian wasn’t forced to move anyone out of his way. The multiple strategies involving him were grating on his nerves. All I have to do is focus on what I can control.


  As Sebastian turned down a hall, Earl Grenwish stepped out from a doorway with his lackeys. Sebastian rolled his eyes and sighed. “Of course.”


  “Sir Orwell,” Earl Grenwish said. “I’m surprised to see you. I heard you were helping Lord Piadas and your father, unless that work is beneath you.”


  “Many things are beneath me, including your baseless accusations.” Sebastian moved to the side, but the earl and his friends stepped in Sebastian’s way.


  “People are saying that you may be sabotaging efforts to help the prince.”


  “I swear, the more you speak, the dumber I become,” Sebastian said.


  “And the longer I stay in your presence, the more I sense disloyalty,” Earl Grenwish shot back.


  “If you have a problem with Sir Orwell, I suggest you take it up with me,” Prince Turren said from behind the three men.


  Earl Grenwish and his friends quickly turned around and bowed. “Your Highness, I didn’t mean to offend you, but I believe Lord Orwell’s son is clouding your judgment.”


  “If I want you to concern yourself with my problems, I am still capable of asking you even though you think differently,” Turren said, his tone cold.


  “The stability of our kingdom—”


  “Will never be your responsibility,” Turren said.


  Sebastian’s eyebrow rose under his hood.


  Earl Grenwish’s jaw stiffened, but he bowed and said good day to them.


  “Your statement applies to me too,” Sebastian said when they were alone. “I’ll ask for your help if I desire it.”


  “I respect your wishes, but that was an insult to me too,” Turren said. “I have no tolerance for that kind of stupidity. And usually neither do you. Why did you allow him to upset you?”


  “I’m in a bad mood,” Sebastian said.


  “And a talkative one. Captain Pembrost had a few choice words for me.”


  “I’m sorry,” Sebastian said. “I did tell him more than I should have.”


  “You still haven’t answered my question,” Turren said.


  “Can we speak privately?”


  “During the day while your father’s restriction still stands?”


  “He can go fuck himself.”


  Turren reached for Sebastian’s hand. Squeezing it, he smiled. “We can talk in one of the studies. I’ll show you the way.”


  Sebastian stared straight ahead while they walked, but he didn’t let go of Turren’s hand. It helped settle his anger, and it was easy for him to ignore the stares of guards and servants. If he held it tightly, it was only to keep up with the prince’s pace. Turren led him to a plain door and pressed his thumb on it. The door creaked open, revealing a bright room filled with a wide view of the sky through large windows.


  Turren shut the door behind Sebastian. “It’s keyed to my magic, and no one will come inside unless they believe my life is in danger. Pembrost hopes it will dissuade me from wandering off when I’m upset.”


  “And yet you showed up at Harold’s,” Sebastian said. He pulled Turren close, capturing Turren’s mouth in a hard kiss. At first, Turren shared Sebastian’s intensity, but then he stepped back.


  “That was a sweeter greeting than I expected after you snuck out of bed this morning. Why are you eager now?”


  “I had a reason to keep up appearances,” Sebastian said.


  “You can do that and say good-bye.” Turren nuzzled his nose against Sebastian’s hood. “Or good morning.”


  “If you’re complaining, I can get rid of my frustration the old-fashioned way and walk it off,” Sebastian said as he dragged a nail down Turren’s chin.


  Turren shook his head. “I won’t be distracted.” He turned his head and gently nibbled on Sebastian’s finger. “No more… running… off… without… warning.” He punctuated his last word with a bite.


  “You’re becoming a little full of yourself, Your Highness. Ow!” Turren bit him harder.


  “I’m making one request next to your many.”


  “I don’t—” Sebastian was cut off by Turren sucking the finger into his mouth. It slipped out covered in saliva, and bright sapphire eyes stared at him.


  “If you’re considerate to me, I’ll be very considerate to you.”


  Sebastian licked his lips. “I can be a little nice.”


  “That’s all I ask for.” Turren smiled. He placed his hands on Sebastian’s hips and pushed him toward a wall. “And for you to undo your pants.”


  “Your pants come off first.”


  Turren’s eyebrow rose. “I think my experience should let me dictate how this will play out.”


  “I’m not saying you don’t get to do what you want,” Sebastian said. “But as the inexperienced one, I want to see you play with that pretty cock of yours while you’re sucking me off.”


  Turren leaned in close enough for their breaths to mingle but without their lips touching. “Don’t be surprised if I come to your room tonight with a gag.”


  Sebastian pressed his thumb into Turren’s ribs where a pressure point lay, but didn’t use his full strength. “I’d like to see you try.”


  Turren lunged for his lips, and Sebastian’s mouth was taken by tongue and teeth. In a sudden frenzy to feel each other, they peeled off each other’s clothes until Sebastian stood with his clothes and cloak dangling off half his body. Turren tugged harder on the cloth and forced the items lower, exposing Sebastian’s cock. Turren was in the same disarray, his shirt wide open and pants piled at his ankles. Turren moved closer and joined their hands just as their cocks touched. He moaned and crushed his body against Sebastian’s. Turren rubbed himself against Sebastian and breathed heavily into his ear. Moving faster, he tongued Sebastian’s neck. “Fucking you last night was the best thing I’ve ever felt. I didn’t think anything could feel that good. You were so warm, and fuck!” he cried out as their cocks slid together. Turren reached between them and held both their shafts, providing more traction.


  “You perverted bastard!” Sebastian cried out, but he desperately moved his hips.


  “That’s right, so fucking good,” Turren whispered. “So fucking good.” Seed from his cock spewed over his hand, and then Sebastian’s covered it too. Latching on to Sebastian’s gasping lips, Turren thrust against him as the last of his seed dripped down Sebastian’s cock. Stray strands of golden hair brushed Turren’s face. “I have you,” Turren whispered.


  Sebastian blinked back to his senses and cleared his throat. “You do like getting me messy, don’t you?”


  “Pembrost is right. I need to stop overplaying my hand.”


  “What?”


  Turren shrugged. “Life advice I always ignore. There are towels and a sink in here. I can heat up the water and clean you up.”


  Sebastian looked below his waist and wondered where that virgin had gone. “I can clean myself.”


  “You can, but you have to let me do it to make up for this morning,” Turren said while he stepped out of his pants.


  “Fine, but only because I’ll make a bigger mess walking around like this.”


  “I’ll be right back,” Turren said and walked around expensive vases and a mahogany desk to reach an ornate sink with crystal faucets. The prince ran the taps and looked back at Sebastian, his eyes roaming over Sebastian’s messy state.


  The prince finally got a look at my face and all he seems interested in is my cock. Sebastian shook his head. That is a very strange man. Turren licked his lips again, and Sebastian looked down to see his cock responding to the attention. Sebastian yawned. “I don’t know why you’re getting your hopes up. It might be a stupid appendage with no sense of exhaustion, but I am tired.”


  Turren smiled and soaked one of the towels. He walked back to Sebastian and scrubbed off their cum with wide strokes. “Remember what I said about being considerate? You won’t have to do a thing. Just stand against that wall, and I’ll take good care of you.” Turren bent down and licked the end of Sebastian’s newly cleaned cock. “Relax and close your eyes,” he said as he took Sebastian into his mouth.


   


   


  TURREN TIED Sebastian’s cloak closed and steadied him when he swayed again. “Remember, I get a hello and a good-bye tonight.”


  Sebastian nodded even though he didn’t accept orders from the prince. Turren kissed him again and lifted the hood in place.


  “You look undirtied and fresh as rain.”


  “You’re too good at that,” Sebastian muttered.


  “You needed to take your mind off things for a while, and I serve my subjects to the best of my ability.” Turren bowed at the waist.


  Sebastian smiled. “Your subject is most satisfied.”


  “No.” Turren shook his head adamantly. “You will be most satisfied tonight if I have to relax you with a whole bottle of oil.”


  Sebastian buried his head in his palm. “Gods, don’t say things like that!”


  “I mean it. No matter what I have to try, you will cum while I’m inside you,” Turren promised.


  “I don’t know if I should be eager or afraid.” Standing on steadier feet, Sebastian walked to the door and turned around when his hand touched the knob. “Thank you for being sweet during times I might not necessarily deserve it.” He opened the door and squeezed out of the room before Turren could respond.


  CHAPTER 24


   


   


  PASTRY CRUMBS sat on a flower-trimmed plate, and shrimp shells were torn apart on another one. Lord Orwell lay on the bed with his arm dangling off the side. Sebastian crept closer to the bed. He stretched his hand out, and his magic called out to the wood holding Lord Orwell’s weight. He asked it to spread branches, and limbs grew out of the frame. They wrapped around his father and Sebastian smiled. That should hold him.


  “Fa—” the sound died on Sebastian’s tongue, and he frowned, wondering when he had fallen into a trap.


  “Why can’t you ever pay attention to your surroundings?” Lord Orwell said, moving his head to face Sebastian.


  Sebastian didn’t try to speak again and glared at him.


  “I have a hunch that whatever you’re thinking of saying probably won’t be respectful. I’ll give you a few moments to compose yourself, and I suggest you remove these pesky branches.” Lord Orwell sat up. “You don’t want to end up unable to speak for a day… or more.”


  Sebastian took a deep breath and crossed his arms.


  “Are you ready to have a peaceful conversation?” Lord Orwell asked.


  Sebastian bit his lip but nodded once.


  “You can speak.”


  “There’s a page missing from the book my magic is attracted to,” Sebastian said.


  “That’s unfortunate.”


  “And convenient.”


  “Are you accusing me, a washed-up old wizard, of breaking through the queen’s wards and destroying an item in the royal library?” Lord Orwell asked while slumping to his side as though he was feeble.


  “Try not to sound so proud,” Sebastian said.


  “That sounds a little bit like your temper rising up.”


  “How did you do it?”


  Lord Orwell shook his head. “You ask a question like that without throwing up a ward? What have I been teaching you all these years?”


  “I know that you would never have said a word confirming or denying your activities without putting up a ward yourself. Did it activate when I entered your room?”


  “As soon as the door closed behind you.” Lord Orwell smiled. “At least you have some sense right now. Why were you dumb enough to perform that spell in front of Lord Piadas?”


  “I had no idea what you had been scheming, and I was caught off guard. Thank you for making me look more suspicious than I already did.”


  “Next time, you’ll take heed and obey my commands,” Lord Orwell said.


  “How did you do it?”


  “A stick insect from the Sanctity territories. It can walk through any ward in its path.”


  “And it eats paper,” Sebastian said. “I still don’t get why you destroyed it. You knew I would go looking for it before anyone else found it. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were hiding it from me as much as you’re hiding it from the others.”


  “Your curiosity can be just as dangerous, and I need to protect you from yourself.”


  “What is your endgame?”


  “Just as I told you: my family stays safe, and Trenton never uses the Heart of Light. Believe me, Sebastian, a world conquered by him would be intolerable. I could barely stand living with him.”


  “I hope you know what you’re doing. There’s something else I want to know. When did you destroy it?”


  Lord Orwell smiled. “You know the answer to that question.”


  Sebastian gritted his jaw under his hood. “I want to hear it from your own mouth.”


  “I waited for you to disobey me. I waited for you to seek out the prince and take away the eyes of Frederick and Captain Pembrost from me. Don’t worry. Since you weren’t privy to my plan, Lord Piadas no doubt told them your surprise appeared genuine.”


  “I’m happy that you were thinking of me.”


  “That’s your second warning,” Lord Orwell said as he looked at his nails. “One more jab, and you’ll have to woo the prince with silence tonight.”


  “How did you catch me in this spell? I didn’t feel anything.”


  Lord Orwell laughed. “Nineteen years I’ve had you. Don’t you think I’ve accumulated plenty of your hair?”


  “Normal people don’t do that to their children.”


  “I have cursed myself for being less powerful than other wizards, but a worse fate would be a normal life.”


  “You don’t object to me seeing Turren tonight?”


  “Not particularly. I hope your tryst gets him out of your blood, but don’t forget this is only a tryst.”


  “Have I disturbed your plans at all since we’ve come here?”


  “Not so much that I couldn’t contain the situation.”


  “I don’t know if I like you,” Sebastian admitted.


  Lord Orwell lay back on the bed and rested his head on his hands. “People who don’t like me are usually the ones who can’t keep up with my mind. You’re barely a man, so it’s to be expected. One day, you’ll reach near my level, but you have many years of growth before then.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. He couldn’t think of anything to say except an insult, so he told his father good-bye and left. If there was a way to beat Trenton and his father, Sebastian hoped he would find it, because that ass needed to be taken down a peg. Until then, Sebastian had to concede that his father was smarter.


  “For now,” Sebastian whispered.


   


   


  THERE WAS a knock on his door, and Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. Probably that damn wizard. “Come in,” he shouted without getting out of bed. The door opened and Frederick stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and walked to Lord Orwell’s side.


  “You’re not pretending to be helpful anymore?”


  Lord Orwell smiled. “I trust my boy’s magic. That’s not an odd thing when he’s saved your prince twice.”


  “Captain Pembrost believes he’s part of your schemes.”


  “So are you, but I wouldn’t call you my accomplice,” Lord Orwell said.


  “You do like to push your luck.”


  “Why did you summon me?” Lord Orwell asked. “You don’t trust me, so it was foolish to allow me near your library. Not that I’m saying I did anything.”


  “Your actions are just as revealing as the contents of the book you hid,” Frederick said. He moved closer to the bed and bent so he could look Lord Orwell in the eye. “Trenton should be sieging cities or countries, but he does nothing. He can’t get the amulet to work. And then you destroy the page we’re looking for. I thought it was to help Trenton, but your actions make no sense. That book is rare, and Trenton had little time with it. He would steal it, not get rid of it.”


  “Well there you have it. If I’m suspected of destroying the passage, then I’m innocent of conspiring with Trenton.”


  “But that still leaves why you did it,” Frederick said. “What are you trying to erase from history?”


  Lord Orwell rolled onto his elbow and eyed Frederick. He didn’t respect him when he was younger and still didn’t. But Frederick had a bit of intelligence that he could admire. “There are two things I care about. My family and my home. I’ll do whatever I have to in order to make sure both are protected.”


  “And how does coming here accomplish that?” Frederick asked.


  “At this moment, both are safe. If Trenton figures out how to use the amulet, that will change. If I help you, that will also cause harm to my family.”


  “You can’t play the middle ground for all of your life, Caspian. At one point, you have to choose a side. What about Sebastian?”


  Lord Orwell frowned. “Do not think that you have the right to concern yourself with him.”


  “But he cares about Turren,” Frederick said. “Possibly more.”


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. “Sebastian is naïve, and Prince Turren is fulfilling a childhood curiosity. It will pass, and Sebastian will forget him.”


  “What if you’re wrong?”


  “If I see anything on Turren’s part that contradicts my belief, then I will consider new options.”


  Frederick smiled. “That’s a relief. You’re not questioning Sebastian’s emotions, so you think he loves Turren.”


  “A boy with little physical contact with anyone besides family falls in love with the first person who says his cloaks don’t matter? That is not a hard feat, and a prince with pretty words has little competition.”


  Frederick blew out his breath and sat on his heels. “You are the biggest cynic I ever met. You cared about your wife despite her beauty, but you think that Turren can’t see beyond Sebastian’s looks too?” Frederick tilted his head to the side. “Has Turren seen what Sebastian looks like under his hood?”


  “Knowing my foolish romantic son, probably.”


  “Then Turren does care about Sebastian,” Frederick said.


  “For as long as the lust lasts, and please don’t compare him to me. I was smarter in my younger days and knew how to avoid assassins.”


  “You should listen to reason and allow your son and Turren to live their lives.”


  “I am listening to reason and stopping my son from being hurt beyond what can be healed,” Lord Orwell said. “The fickleness of royalty will be as painless a lesson as I can make for him.”


  “Turren is not like that.”


  “Your prince knew his life was in danger and went in search of Sebastian. If you loved someone, would you put their life in jeopardy?” Lord Orwell asked. “And because I’m not as ignorant as you think me, your answer is important.”


  Frederick stood and adjusted his robes. “You are always one step ahead of us, but you won’t always be a step ahead of Trenton. He must suspect your motives too.” He bowed. “Good day, my lord.” He turned and walked out.


  Lord Orwell watched the door close behind Frederick and smiled. He didn’t reveal his relationship with Ophelia in order to give her privacy. “Now that is a match I approve of,” he said.


  CHAPTER 25


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WAVED his hand in front of the mirror, then planted his chin on the back of his hands. Ophelia appeared at her bedside table, writing a letter with a magicked pen.


  “You would be less stressed if you stopped antagonizing Father,” she said while placing her pen down.


  “What would be the fun in that?”


  “You don’t sound like you’re having fun.”


  “How did James and Kevin win against Father?” Sebastian asked.


  “Do you really want to know the truth?”


  “Yes,” Sebastian said.


  “They didn’t win. Father and Mother goaded them into taking paths they thought would be best.”


  Sebastian straightened in his chair. “Horseshit. They wanted to strangle those two when they went off to get married.”


  “James ended up with a powerful wizard and Kevin married a prosperous blacksmith. If anything, those two were manipulated more than our other siblings,” Ophelia said.


  “And those two bastards are probably smug as pie,” Sebastian said. “Where does that leave me?”


  “Do you want advice or use of my power?”


  “No,” Sebastian said. “Father is right that we need to remain below scrutiny, and your help could bring Trenton’s eyes to us.”


  “He’s going to be a problem,” Ophelia said.


  “I know that without your power.”


  “Yes, but I think Father is in over his head.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Father thinks he knows everything, so good luck telling him that.”


  “The best I can promise is that we will come up with a plan when you get home,” Ophelia said. “When we’re not at each other’s throats, all of us make a good team against Mother and Father.”


  “He’s going to expect it,” Sebastian warned.


  “If you want to show you’re cleverer than him, prove it,” Ophelia said. She smiled. “Enjoy your dinner.”


  Someone banged on Sebastian’s door, and he frowned at his sister. She waved good-bye at him, and the mirror went dark. Sebastian went to see who it was and found Turren grinning with a large silver platter balanced on one hand. “I expected a later visit,” Sebastian said as he moved out of the way.


  “If you’re breaking the rules, I don’t see why I should follow them.” Turren walked inside and transferred the platter to Sebastian’s bed.


  Sebastian shut the door and said nothing about how convenient Turren’s location for their meal was.


  Turren lifted the silver domes from the food and bowed extravagantly. “I challenged the chef to wow you because you’re used to Margaret’s cooking. How did I do?”


  Sebastian joined Turren’s side and bent over the first plate. He inhaled the light earthy tones of the dark beef soup. Sebastian moved to another plate, and the smell of mushrooms swimming in a cream sauce filled his nose. Next was chicken smothered in—wait, that wasn’t chicken. Sebastian frowned. “Why are you sneaking in weird things?”


  “There’s only one strange dish, I promise.”


  Sebastian sniffed at the mysterious meat covered in green sauce, but his nose twitched in confusion. It didn’t smell heavy or light, and there were flecks of yellow spices. He frowned at Turren but moved on. A domed chocolate cake sat on a caramel drizzle, and Sebastian moved closer as he caught hints of cinnamon. “Remember, if I die, no sex for you.”


  Turren clutched his heart. “I only aim to kill you with pleasure.”


  They adjusted pillows so they could sit comfortably on opposite sides of the dishes. Turren produced a bottle of wine from his pocket and glasses from the other one. Sebastian took one and filled it. “You’re being exceptionally charming tonight.”


  “I have to deal with the castle on full alert to prevent my death, you are not having a great time with your father, and we could use a night of relaxation.”


  Sebastian hugged his hands around the warm bowl of soup. “If all of this food makes me fall asleep, you only have yourself to blame.”


  “You sleeping peacefully in my arms won’t be a loss,” Turren said.


  “Eat and don’t waste your energy on pretty words.” After saying that, Sebastian held his bowl without eating from it. He glanced at Turren. I guess I can take my hood off. He grabbed his hood and lowered it. Turren glanced at him but continued eating. As they ate, Turren’s movements became more energetic, and he talked longer than before. “Does taking off my hood make you that happy?”


  “I’m happy that you weigh whatever thoughts you have about it and conclude that you can trust me,” Turren said. “That’s all I ever wanted.”


  “I guess you can return to your room when we finish if that’s all you want.”


  Turren lunged and stole a spoonful of Sebastian’s cake. He gulped it down and pointed the spoon at Sebastian. “No mocking me.”


  “You and your mother have terrible habits.” Sebastian scooted his cake behind him and raised his fork. “Do that again and I will stab your hand.”


  Turren frowned. “How do you know my mother steals food?”


  Sebastian slid his empty soup bowl out of the way. “She might have popped out of nowhere and accosted me with cake.”


  Turren stopped eating. “What day was this?”


  “It was the day after we performed the spell on our mirrors. Why?”


  “Was it a good cake?” Turren asked. “Maybe a really good cake?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “It tasted like….” He trailed off as Turren leaned in to his hear his answer. That devious royal.


  “Go on, Sebastian.”


  Sebastian smiled. “It tasted horrible. It was the worst cake I’ve ever had.”


  “Damn,” Turren said as he sat back. “You know what kind of cake it was. She ordered it for close staff and military to find out if the castle had been compromised. We have cake on slow days every now and then, so no one was suspicious.”


  SEBASTIAN NODDED. “A simple but efficient test without hurting anyone’s pride.”


  “What did the cake taste like to you?” Turren asked.


  “Like sand, and I won’t give you a real answer no matter how many times you ask.”


  “I brought a nice dinner.” Turren batted his eyelashes.


  Sebastian took a large bite of a firm mushroom that released savory juice onto his tongue. “A very delicious meal too.” Turren smiled brightly. “But I will tell you nothing because your mother tricked me into eating it.”


  “But I didn’t know about it.”


  “Guilt by association,” Sebastian said as he ate another mushroom.


  “I don’t lump you in with your father, so you shouldn’t lump me with my mother.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “Why play fair?” He pulled the green meal closer and sliced off a small piece. When he put it in his mouth, tender meat and soft fat fell apart with mint tickling the edge of the taste. “The mint flavor is from the meat, not the spices. What is it?” Sebastian’s palate was confused, but the meat was amazing. Despite not knowing what he was eating, he cut off a bigger slice. It touched his lips just as Turren snatched the meat away and popped it in his mouth.


  Turren swallowed the tender morsel and licked his lips. “It’s ferkil meat from Anerith. I told the cooks not to let your father anywhere near it so there would be some left for you.”


  Sebastian slid his cake to the side and began untying his cloak. After the last tie pulled free, he tackled Turren. “Your food thievery ends now!”


   


   


  TURREN SPREAD his hands across the thin cloth that let Sebastian’s warmth absorb into his skin. “This is not a good incentive.”


  “That’s because you’re a masochist.” Sebastian smiled as Turren kissed his chin and then moved to his lips. “See what I mean.”


  Turren’s hand sneaked under the sleeveless shirt and glided over ribs covered by soft muscle, and nipples that hardened as his fingers dug into them. Sebastian closed his eyes, and Turren massaged the nubs between his fingers. “I bet these would taste really good with caramel sauce on them.”


  Sebastian’s eyes snapped open. “Why would I let you cover me with sugar?”


  “Because I’ll be careful and won’t get it on our clothes,” Turren promised.


  Sebastian stared suspiciously at the prince. “I come away sticky and you don’t get to do it again.”


  Turren leaned forward and whispered in Sebastian’s ear, “I promise you won’t be sticky with caramel.”


  Golden hair dangled over Turren’s cheek while Sebastian held him in place. “Always the little pervert when you think you have me, aren’t you?”


  Turren’s legs locked around Sebastian’s waist, and Turren heaved Sebastian onto his side. He pushed Sebastian flat on the bed and leaned on his chest. “I don’t think anything. I know you’re mine.” Kissing down Sebastian’s clavicle, Turren undid one button at a time on Sebastian’s shirt. Sebastian watched but didn’t fight him. When his view of the smooth chest became unhindered, Turren grabbed the cake and drizzled drops of caramel onto Sebastian’s stomach with a spoon. Putting the plate down, Turren leaned forward and sucked on the sweet dessert and Sebastian. Sebastian’s abdomen clenched, and Turren dropped more caramel higher. He licked it away and finally lowered the spoon over a pink nipple. Turren took his time lapping it up and swirled his tongue around the nipple. He pulled it between his teeth and listened to Sebastian’s breath hitch.


  “Who said you could bite?” Sebastian asked.


  Turren reached for the plate again and placed another drop on Sebastian’s other nipple. He went for it teeth-first and used the caramel to slide it between his teeth.


  “When I have you at my mercy, I will make you suffer,” Sebastian swore.


  Turren ignored him and unfastened the top of Sebastian’s pants. He paused but Sebastian said nothing. Smiling, Turren pulled Sebastian’s pants down to the knees and drizzled caramel on top of Sebastian’s underwear. He stopped again, but there were no protests about staining the clothing. Turren opened his mouth wide and closed his lips around Sebastian’s hidden length, tonguing it. His saliva soaked Sebastian’s underwear, and Sebastian grew harder. He looked up, and Sebastian’s eyes had closed. Turren pulled away, drool clinging to Sebastian’s crotch. He peeled away Sebastian’s wet underwear and took Sebastian’s cock into his mouth. Sebastian shuddered against him, breath catching as Turren moved his head back and forth. As Turren licked underneath Sebastian’s shaft, Sebastian’s hand clung to his hair, and Turren moved faster. Sucking in his cheeks, Turren took Sebastian in deeper. Sebastian gasped, but Turren released him before he could cum.


  “Please, Turren,” Sebastian begged, his mocking tone completely gone.


  “I’m not teasing you. I’m keeping you aroused so I can relax you better.” Turren focused on the dishes, and they floated to a table on the other side of the room. Sebastian sighed regretfully and Turren kissed him. “It will be good for you too.” He leaned to the other side of the bed and came up with a bottle of oil.


  Sebastian’s eyebrow rose. “When did you sneak that in here?”


  “When you were speaking to your father,” Turren said. He pulled Sebastian’s pants off and threw them to the side. After scooting closer and pressing Sebastian’s knees back, Turren poured oil into his hand and spread it over several fingers. He placed them against Sebastian’s hole, massaging the skin, and slipped one into Sebastian’s ass. Sebastian bit his lip but there was no other sign of discomfort. Turren thrust his finger in deeply and crooked it from side to side. He didn’t add another finger until Sebastian’s hole was probably loose enough for three. Sebastian squirmed, and Turren thrust three fingers into him. Peridot eyes watched him, but Turren took his time.


  “Something bigger needs to go in,” Sebastian said.


  Turren took his fingers out and poured more oil on them. He thrust them back inside of Sebastian, who now glared at him.


  “That’s not bigger.”


  Turren pushed his fingers hard into Sebastian and smiled when he grunted. “You still need more preparation.”


  “You bastard,” Sebastian said, but he pressed back onto Turren’s fingers as they moved inside him.


  When Sebastian moved his knees higher, Turren pulled his fingers out and stood. He undressed and got back on the bed. After spreading oil over his cock, Turren put it against Sebastian’s ass and grabbed Sebastian’s thighs. Moving gently, Turren entered Sebastian with much less resistance than before. “Dammit,” Turren said.


  “Hm?” Sebastian muttered, arching his back as Turren’s cock went deeper.


  Fuck me, Turren thought. His ass is pulling me in like a damn snatcher plant. How the fuck am I not supposed to cum? Turren shook his head. No. I am going to make Sebastian feel as good as me, starting right this damn second. Turren thrust hard, and Sebastian bucked as he cried out. I have to make him cum first or I will have no honor. He pulled Sebastian’s legs farther apart and slammed into Sebastian, trying to think of anything that could distract him from filling Sebastian’s ass right then. Lessons with Frederick and the potions he had to memorize flashed in his mind. “Far sight… potion,” he muttered. “An eagle’s egg, three drops gryphon saliva… five daisy… petals.”


  “What are… you… doing?” Sebastian gasped out while his body rocked on the bed.


  “Birthing… assisting… potion,” Turren recited as his cock calmed down slightly. “Four drops… aloe, six rose… blooms.” Turren shook his head and stopped his body from reacting too quickly. “And grind… up… ten… rockhounds’ tears.” Turren breathed and tried to remember more potions. “Breathing under… water… potion. Six trout eyes, tongue… of… newt, five… tadpoles.”


  “Six!” Sebastian wailed out, and his seed spurted onto Turren’s chest.


  “Oh thank the Gods!” Turren cried out and gripped Sebastian’s hips to thrust into him with abandon. Sebastian shouted, and more seed dribbled out of his cock. Balls tightening and breath stilting, Turren shouted his release and collapsed on top of Sebastian. “Six?” he asked when his breath returned.


  “Hm-huh,” Sebastian said and captured Turren in a hard kiss.


  With Sebastian’s tongue scouring his mouth, Turren didn’t give a fuck about breathing. This was the best way to die. As he grew light-headed, Sebastian pulled away, and they put their foreheads together.


  Sebastian laughed. “You need a tutor.”


  “You can teach me all night.”


  “That’s not a bad offer,” Sebastian said. “And I changed my mind.”


  “About what?”


  “If you ever shrink your cock, I’ll kill you.”


  CHAPTER 26


   


   


  “YOU’RE TWIDDLING your thumbs while Lord Piadas works hard to find out why Trenton is trying to kill my son?” King Harris asked Lord Orwell.


  “I don’t waste my time, and Trenton will give up once he realizes the Heart of Light won’t bend to him.” Lord Orwell calmly drank his wine.


  “What happened to your newfound sobriety?” Frederick asked.


  “I’m drinking in anticipation of happy conversations with my son.”


  “What does that mean?” King Harris asked.


  “It’s a personal matter that has nothing to do with you.”


  “Does this matter involve my son? We need to talk about them, Caspian.”


  Lord Orwell upended his glass to get the last drop. “Not really, Your Majesty.”


  “You scramble for every chance to display your family’s name, but you balk at a relationship between our sons?”


  “Can you defeat Trenton?” Caspian asked quietly.


  “Maybe if you loosened your tongue. I consider myself a fair king, but you’re leaving me with few civil options.”


  “And you forget mine. By marriage, I only fall under half of your jurisdiction.”


  “Don’t act as if your wife is close to her people,” Frederick said. “Their eyes glow red if we even mention her name. What did she do to them?”


  “Nothing that can’t be mended with my current deck of cards,” Caspian said.


  “That possibility is part of the reason I haven’t thrown you into a dungeon for treason,” King Harris said. “But the fey are not here now.”


  “Your Majesty, you should stop maligning my reputation when you have no proof,” Caspian said.


  “For your sake, you better hope a trail doesn’t lead to you,” Frederick said.


  “Was that cryptic threat supposed to mean something?” Caspian asked.


  The throne doors burst open, and Queen Anne stalked into the room. “So far, no, Lord Orwell,” she said. “You’re dismissed.”


  “What’s happening?”


  Queen Anne rolled her eyes and swung her hand in Lord Orwell’s direction. The lord was swept off his feet and slid across air until he reached the doors. The air propped him back on his feet and gave him a final push, closing the doors behind him.


  King Harris sighed. “I doubt you encouraged him to be more helpful.”


  Queen Anne shrugged. “Not my problem.” She turned to Frederick. “Thank you for keeping an eye on him. I found out who is trying to poison Turren, and it appears Lord Orwell had nothing to do with it. You’re right, Frederick, I believe that he and Trenton have separate motives.”


  “Good,” Frederick said. “It’s been tiring removing magical toxins every day without Turren suspecting anything. He’s accepted the antidote lessons without complaining, but potions have never gone with his memory.” He frowned. “Except he has improved during the past week.”


  “We got lucky. After the first group of officers passed the cake test, we told them to leave pieces around and pay attention to any bad reactions. A new recruit found one and spit it out without thinking. Pembrost reported to me after he interrogated the man. It turns out they placed spells on our staff to pass like a virus until it reaches its intended victim.”


  “Were any of the servants hurt by it?” King Harris asked.


  “A few exhibited signs of illness, but I healed them. Trenton does not care about hurting civilians.”


  Frederick sighed. “He always lives up to his reputation.”


  “One other thing,” Queen Anne said. “The curses are also aimed at Sir Orwell in case Turren ate any of his food.”


  “Lord Orwell finds out, and he will be out of our castle by nightfall,” King Harris said.


  “Loyalty to Turren is the only reason I am keeping my mouth shut,” Frederick said. “Why couldn’t Turren fall for a man whose parents weren’t asses?”


  “He takes after me in most ways,” Queen Anne said.


  King Harris opened his mouth but couldn’t refute her claim and shut it.


   


   


  SPENDING SEVERAL days in with Turren hadn’t been part of Sebastian’s plans. Once they got the hang of sex, they just kept doing it. Experimentation is always the right way to go, Sebastian thought. He tapped Turren’s nose lightly as his nostrils flared from snoring. “That is not very prince-like,” Sebastian whispered. He smiled when Turren kept snoring and put his head down on his pillows. Shutting his eyes to rest for another round, Sebastian didn’t expect to be poked on the arm. “You slept long enough,” he said as he turned to a still-sleeping prince.


  “Get dressed, we’re leaving,” Lord Orwell said from behind him.


  Sebastian frowned at his father. “You said you didn’t care anymore if I saw Turren. And why are you here when I’m naked?”


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes. “You might have been the more restrained of your siblings, but I’ve still seen your skin enough not to give a damn. Dress and don’t wake him.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because his lovely parents forgot to mention that your food was being poisoned. We’re leaving, now.”


  “I never sensed anything wrong with the food.”


  “That’s because Frederick has been helping the cooks contain the problem, and he’s slipping antidotes in your food and drink,” Lord Orwell said.


  “If the problem is taken care of, why should I leave?”


  “Because I don’t want you targeted as a way to kill the prince.”


  “Which means that Trenton doesn’t give a damn about me being your son.” Sebastian smirked. “Having been once called his companion works badly in your favor.”


  “Trenton will try something even more drastic if I don’t tell him he’s wrong about Turren’s purpose. It depends on you, Sebastian,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Why do I have to go without saying good-bye?” Sebastian whispered.


  “Because you came on my authority, and you will leave on it despite rumors that are circulating through the castle.”


  “If Trenton hears that I stayed in the prince’s bed?”


  “Then I’ll tell him it was a ploy to erase the pages they’re looking for,” Lord Orwell said.


  “The truth is always the best lie,” Sebastian muttered.


  “You do remember your lessons.”


  “I want to get dressed without you standing over me,” Sebastian said.


  “Fine, but hurry up.” Lord Orwell crept out just as quietly as he had entered, and Sebastian looked down at Turren.


  He kissed the prince’s lips, and Turren responded in his sleep, smiling like a fool and murmuring, “Bastian.”


  “I’m sorry,” Sebastian said and got out of bed to find his clothes.


  “Why is he here?” Sebastian asked after he closed Turren’s door to find Kevin waiting in the hall.


  “Your cooperation wasn’t a guarantee, and I might have needed muscle,” Lord Orwell said.


  Kevin crossed his arms. “And you’re buying a nice shipment of tools and weapons for my inconvenience.”


  “The nerve of you to make me pay full price,” Lord Orwell growled.


  “You take me out of my bed, I take money out of your pocket.”


  “Gods, where did I go wrong with these ingrates?” Lord Orwell asked the ceiling. “Come on, we have little night left.”


  “You didn’t have to come,” Sebastian whispered as they moved down the halls and bypassed wards.


  “You stopped listening to reason, so I had to,” Kevin said.


  “When have I been unreasonable?”


  “Ever since you laid eyes on the prince,” Lord Orwell said. “Give me some of your magic.”


  Kevin frowned at Sebastian. “What magic?”


  “I don’t recall hearing please,” Sebastian said.


  “You little lying sneak!” Far away, boots rapped on the floor and the sounds came closer. “Guards are coming. Give it to him or I carry you!”


  Sebastian snatched Lord Orwell’s hand and poured magic through the connection so quickly, he jerked back as if stung.


  Lord Orwell grabbed Sebastian by the collar. “Do that again and I’ll slip you a memory potion so strong, you won’t remember the last year.”


  Sebastian’s eyes widened under his hood. “You wouldn’t.”


  “The risks I have to take and your attitude? Believe me, I’m more than tempted.”


  “You’re not being reasonable, either,” Kevin said. “You could have let him say good-bye.”


  “Bah! You two don’t know the world as well as you think you do to give me advice.”


  “But sheltering Sebastian from all pain isn’t wise, either. I came because this situation is too dangerous, but he has to learn about heartache on his own,” Kevin said.


  “What are you two talking about?” Sebastian hissed.


  “He’s going on about nonsense. Both of you hold out a hand,” Lord Orwell instructed. Sebastian and Kevin obeyed, each taking the other’s hand, and Lord Orwell put his hand on Sebastian’s shoulder. Chanting quietly, Lord Orwell keyed the magic from the cloak into their connection and twisted the spell to make them unnoticeable to prying eyes.


  “This won’t fool the queen or Frederick,” Sebastian said.


  “Really, I never thought of that,” Lord Orwell said. “I guess it’s a lucky coincidence that both are on the other side of the castle trying to free Lord Piadas from a trap spell triggered by scrying.”


  “You do like to stay a hair’s breadth from execution, don’t you, Father?” Kevin asked as they stopped at a corner and peered around it for guards. “I see three, but only a moderately powerful wizard.”


  “That means both of you should shut up, and how dare you accuse me of being third-rate enough to get caught?” Lord Orwell said. They clumped close together and walked unseen by the guards. He led them to an empty hallway and stopped outside a heavily warded door. “One more thing,” Lord Orwell said. He removed his hand from Sebastian’s back and flattened it against the door. The wards broke with a series of small clicks.


  Sebastian frowned. That’s not all magic borrowed from me. “Where did you get all that?”


  “I placed a spell on my door to absorb bits of magic from anyone who opened it. It accumulates over a period of time.” The door creaked open, and Lord Orwell held out his hand. “Please give me the mirror.”


  Sebastian blinked and stepped forward.


  He looked inside the room and saw stacks of magical mirrors. “You really thought of everything.” With that amount of combined power, no message could reach Sebastian’s mirror, and Turren wouldn’t know that Sebastian had done it on purpose until it was too late.


  “It was necessary if you want to protect the prince without endangering us,” Lord Orwell said.


  Sebastian reached into his cloak pocket and took out the mirror. He silently handed it over.


  Lord Orwell took it and went inside the room. After a few minutes he came out and shut the door behind him. “All right, now we disappear into the night.”


  They escaped the castle with no interruptions but bypassed the stables. “No need,” Kevin whispered as they walked down the city road and out the gates. Off to the side was their father’s carriage and Kevin’s horse. “It’s for the best,” Kevin said as Sebastian sat in the carriage next to their father. “If you want to know if he truly loves you, wait for the effects of your face to wear off.”


  “You’re not an optimist, Kevin,” Sebastian said while their father arranged his horses’ reins.


  “No,” Kevin admitted. “But you won’t know until there is time and space between you.”


  Lord Orwell patted his youngest son on the back. “Your beauty will fade from his mind and duty will win out. Royals are predictable, and Turren no less so. You’ll thank us for not letting you make a bigger fool of yourself.”


  “Thanking you is the last thing on my mind right now,” Sebastian said.


  “That’s because you naïvely believe Turren will come for you with a ring and ask for your hand.”


  “You think he’s going to stay still when I disappear again?” Sebastian asked. “That is not in Turren’s nature.”


  “It is if you told him you found a way to save his life, but contacting you in the next three months would put you in grave danger,” Lord Orwell said.


  Sebastian glared at his father. “I have told him no such thing.”


  “Well, the letter written in your hand that I slipped under his pillow while you two slept certainly did.”


  Sebastian’s jaw dropped. “Are you lying?”


  “No,” Lord Orwell said.


  Vines sprang from the ground and surrounded Lord Orwell, but he arched an eyebrow and the vines fell without touching him. Sebastian opened his mouth to shout an incantation, but no sound came out.


  “Your last warning was at the castle.”


  Kevin stopped his horse. “You can fucking control an element too?”


  Sebastian didn’t answer because his speech was gone, and he silently jumped out of the wagon. He signaled to Kevin to trade places with him, and Kevin reluctantly agreed.


  Kevin sat next to their father and crossed his arms. “If Diana knows, I will be cross with you.”


   


   


  WHEN THEY arrived at the Orwell home, Sebastian turned Kevin’s horse back over to him and went inside. Pratchett and Demetrius were dumping various silverware on the family-room table, but Sebastian couldn’t make out if they were the family’s or misgotten treasures. He didn’t care enough to ask, so he trudged upstairs. His legs led him to Ophelia’s room, and he walked to her side. Bending low to the floor, Sebastian did as he had since childhood and placed his head in her lap, letting the tears fall. He was grateful for his father’s spell because he knew his sobs would not be heard throughout the house.


  CHAPTER 27


   


   


  SEBASTIAN WOULDN’T speak to or look at his father after the spell was lifted.


  “We’re headed for the marketplace,” his mother called out. “You can come if you do more helping than moping.”


  Sebastian frowned at the idea of being alone with his father, so he came out of his room with a packed bag. Pratchett, Demetrius, Diana, and Kraven waited at the bottom of the steps.


  “I wonder if being miserable makes you look more normal,” Diana mused.


  Sebastian put down his hood, and Demetrius rolled his eyes. “Gods, sadness just made it worse. Put that hood back on before we have to rescue you again.”


  Sebastian snapped the hood in place and stomped down the stairs.


  Lady Orwell sighed. “First love. May the Gods save us from such stupidity. Come on.” She marched out the door, and the rest of the Orwells followed her.


  “What a family,” Sebastian muttered as he closed the door behind him.


   


   


  “I REMEMBER my first love,” Pratchett said.


  “Balls,” Demetrius said. “You love nothing but yourself.”


  “That’s why it was such a hurtful love. I’m too hard to please.” Pratchett laughed and clapped Sebastian on the back. “I hope I never find it for real.” He shuddered. “That kind of irrational need could make me want a poor man.”


  “I am proud of you, Sebastian. I thought you only wanted books, and here you are lusting after a prince. Ambition can be good, but your mistake was aiming as high as me,” Demetrius said.


  Diana rolled her eyes. “If he takes love advice from either of you, then he really is a fool.”


  “You move from bed to bed almost as much as Kevin did, but at least your brother had the decency to settle down,” their mother said from the front of the wagon.


  “Did it ever occur to you that I’m happy being unwed?” Diana asked.


  “Pratchett, does your sister look happy?” their mother asked.


  Pratchett scrunched up his face at Diana. “Nope. She looks as miserable as Sebastian, and he’s nursing a broken heart.”


  Diana flashed white teeth at Pratchett. “I have a full supply of spell ingredients on me right now. Do you want to test me?”


  Lady Orwell moaned. “Diana, what have I told you about wasting money on your brothers?”


  “I wasn’t going to use expensive herbs on him,” Diana said. “He isn’t worth it.”


  “As long as you’re not wasteful.”


  “I don’t think that’s the complaint you’re supposed to have as a concerned parent,” Sebastian said.


  “What?” their mother asked. “She’s trained at a level not to use anything dangerous on you boys, and her doses are never incorrect.”


  “Never mind,” Sebastian mumbled.


  “If you drug me, I’ll steal that satchel you keep on your side,” Pratchett threatened.


  “Pratchett! What have I told you?” Lady Orwell called out.


  Pratchett crossed his arms but answered, “Don’t announce wrongdoings before you commit them because it’s plain stupid.”


  “And don’t forget it!”


  Sebastian dragged his hand over his face. “This family.”


  Demetrius shrugged. “The sad thing is that my upbringing now seems normal to me.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Kraven said.


  “Why are you grumpy? That’s Sebastian’s job,” Pratchett said.


  Lady Orwell glanced at the back of the wagon, and Kraven plastered a big smile on his face. “I’m just sleepy. I’ll feel more energetic when I find food.”


  The siblings frowned at each other until their gaze fell on Sebastian. Diana nudged his foot, but Sebastian swatted it away. Demetrius and Pratchett smiled and Kraven gulped. When the wagon stopped at an empty space, they piled out and put down spikes around the wagon.


  “You will talk,” Pratchett whispered in Sebastian’s ear.


  “The bottom-born always catches the best whispers,” Demetrius breathed into Sebastian’s other ear.


  “I also catch whispers about what you borrow from Kevin and James,” Sebastian said as their mother unloaded a few heavy bags.


  “You don’t catch whispers about me,” Diana said, latching her arm through Sebastian’s and dragging him behind her. “You’ll work my stand today.”


  “That isn’t fair!” Pratchett cried out.


  Kraven shoved Pratchett from behind. “It’s none of your damn business, or yours,” he said while pointing at Diana.


  “We’ll see about that,” Diana said as she pulled Sebastian away.


  When they were out of earshot, Sebastian snatched his arm back. “I’m not telling you, so don’t ask.”


  Diana snorted. “I already know which girl he fancies. I just wanted to drive Pratchett and Demetrius crazy. They’re going to rack their brains all day to find out what you know.”


  “Kraven doesn’t seem happy being made sport of.”


  “He’ll get over it. Besides, that’s love talking,” Diana said.


  “Or empathy,” Sebastian said. “I know how much it confuses you and the others. I’m not surprised it’s hard for you to recognize.”


  “You get mouthy like that with me, and I won’t reunite you with your prince.”


  “Why are you getting involved?”


  “Have I ever needed more than the excuse of going against Father?”


  “No, but Father is serious this time. I’ll handle him on my own if I have to,” Sebastian said.


  “How?”


  “There’s nothing solid yet, but if you can help, I’ll tell you.”


  Diana’s eyebrow rose. “You gave in way too easily. I usually have to ask James for backup. Are you all right?”


  Sebastian sorted out bottles of potions and medicines. “If it was my life at stake, I would give you guys hell, but I think this time requires less stubbornness.”


  Diana clutched her chest. “My Gods, Sebastian, did you just admit to being stubborn?”


  “You’re the only witness, so yes.”


  “Who knew falling in love could tame you?” Diana petted the top of Sebastian’s hood.


  Sebastian flicked her hand away. “The market opens soon, so stop fooling around.” He removed a jar of xenyr feathers from Diana’s bag and placed it next to the potions. The jar had barely touched the table when a hand snatched it up.


  “Such a small batch, Diana?” a strange woman asked.


  Sebastian turned to Diana, who rolled her eyes.


  “Hello, Imegan. You can put that back down if you value your hand,” Diana said.


  Imegan sniffed. “I wouldn’t want such lifeless feathers.” She returned the jar and reached into her satchel. In it was a large parcel brimming with brighter xenyr plumage that made Diana’s haul appear tiny and dull.


  Diana smiled. “Whatever customers you tempt with those things deserve to lose every copper.”


  Imegan snapped her satchel closed. “Are you implying something?”


  “Not unless you shot down every bird in Larnlyon.”


  “Just because you are a lousy hunter doesn’t mean you can go around making false accusations!” Imegan stormed off while Sebastian and Diana shook their heads.


  “She could at least have the decency to be subtle about it,” Sebastian said.


  “She makes Father and his miracle cures seem honest.”


  Throughout the day, they had a steady stream of customers, but every now and then they heard people flocking to Imegan’s tent in wonder over her numerous rare items. A few looked in her direction with annoyance and headed to Diana’s stall.


  “You’re missing an opportunity to profit from that idiot’s flagrant ploy,” Lady Orwell said when business died down. “Your stock is even more valuable when fakes are on display.”


  “I don’t bloat my prices on a whim, Mother,” Diana said.


  “Having cheaper prices than hers makes yours look like the fakes,” Lady Orwell argued.


  “I’m happy with my home, clothing, and food. Why do I need to raise my prices?”


  “Never mind, I don’t know what I’m doing because it’s obvious I haven’t spent most of my life as a merchant. Carry on with mediocrity,” Lady Orwell said before she left.


  “I might have to out Kraven’s secret so I can get her out of my business,” Diana said.


  “At least she’s not Father. He would have altered your prices while you weren’t looking,” Sebastian said.


  Diana frowned. “That bastard has done that five times and tried to take part of my profits for doing so.”


  “He did make a good point. You wouldn’t have the extra money if he hadn’t done it.”


  Diana added more bottles to the table and lingered over a hair-removal potion. “Sebastian, it’s not a good idea to hint at Mother and Father being right. Mistakes can happen when I’m upset.”


  Sebastian looked at the bottle and at his sister. “I was reminiscing, not saying they’re correct. And you might want to stop threatening me with that potion, because I see James and Ellie.” Sebastian pointed to the market’s entrance, and James and Ellie laughed as they walked hand in hand with Lord Ausher at their side. Diana dropped her hand, and Sebastian smiled under his hood.


  “You better not be smiling, you smug bastard,” Diana said while they watched James walk closer.


  “Nope,” Sebastian lied. James had been the only one to get Diana back for her tricks. If James ended up bald for a week, it was a guarantee that Diana would be just as hairless days later.


  “Sebastian!” Ellie called out before she rushed to Sebastian and grabbed him in a tight hug. “How are you doing, young hero?”


  “Staying away from adventures,” Sebastian said when he let her go.


  “But you still have so many more to have,” Lord Ausher said.


  “You’re still as nosy as ever.”


  “And you’re still as cranky. Speaking of which.” Lord Ausher turned to Diana. “What have you been up to?”


  “Not lounging in a large mansion while doing nothing,” she said.


  “You should try it, Frowny Face,” Lord Ausher said and touched the silver streak in Diana’s hair. “You don’t want more of this, do you?”


  “You know damn well what it’s from,” Diana said, gently removing his hand.


  Lord Ausher laughed. “I doubt you’ll say it out loud.”


  Diana glanced at the Orwell matriarch negotiating with a customer. “Why should I admit to inheriting anything from that porcelain doll?” Her back stiffened so quickly that they could tell she’d heard them.


  “Nice job, Diana,” James said. “You know how good her hearing is.”


  “No one told her to eavesdrop,” Diana said. “Why have you abandoned the inn?”


  “I need a break, and I’m forcing him to take one too,” Ellie said.


  “I have to see all your ugly faces before Solstice?” Diana asked.


  “Yep,” James answered. “We expect Kevin and Luke to arrive tomorrow.”


  “I’m surprised after Father practically bought out their services through the winter,” Sebastian said.


  James shrugged. “I think Kevin wants enough saved up to take a break of his own during the spring.”


  Ellie smiled. “I think his vacation will be more entertaining.”


  Lord Ausher laughed. “That poor man being locked away in a hut for months on end with an incubus.”


  “That depends on whether or not we can get this one’s life sorted out,” Diana said as she pointed at Sebastian.


  “Eat any more poisoned food?” Lord Ausher asked him.


  “Excuse me?” James asked.


  “Where did you hear that?” Sebastian growled.


  Lord Ausher tapped his ear. “I put my ear to the wind and listened to interesting things going on at the castle.”


  “What is he talking about, Sebastian?” Diana asked.


  “I didn’t eat any poisoned food,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m sorry. I meant tainted food with its poisons removed,” Lord Ausher restated.


  Sebastian finished restocking the table and shoved the bag at James. “I’m going to visit our other siblings and see if they have something more intelligent to discuss.” He moved around Diana and brushed by Lord Ausher, who whispered, “Plotting to kill Trenton is a dangerous mistake.” Sebastian ignored him and made for his mother’s table.


  That idea had barely flourished in his head, and Sebastian didn’t need that stupid wizard blabbing his thoughts to his family.


  “Well, well, well. Look who’s joined us after groveling to our older siblings. Did they not take proper care of you, Sebastian?” Pratchett asked. “I don’t know if our humble presence is enough after their company.”


  “Lord Ausher is giving you more attention than usual,” Demetrius said. “Are you that desperate for a husband that you’ve already forgotten your prince?”


  “It’s like you compete with the others in idiocy,” Sebastian said. “I’m amazed that you always win.”


  Kraven crossed his arms. “What did you tell Diana?”


  “Nothing,” Sebastian said. “She already knows and wanted to make Demetrius and Pratchett paranoid.”


  “There’s no way she could know if you didn’t tell her,” Pratchett said to Kraven. “You should stop telling him secrets if he’s going to blab.”


  Sebastian tilted his head at his shit-stirring brother. “Nice try, but all you have to do is ask her. She won’t lie for my benefit.”


  “Terror to all and allegiance to none,” Demetrius muttered.


  “He’s the youngest,” Pratchett pointed out. “Even Kevin has a soft spot for him. I wouldn’t trust him, Kraven.”


  Kraven glared at Pratchett. “I’ll ask Diana later if he squealed, but even if he did, I’m still not telling you my secret.”


  Digging his finger in Kraven’s chest, Pratchett pushed him against the table. “Now it sounds like you’re getting cozy with them. Both of you need to decide which of us you’re going to listen to, or I’ll make that decision for you.”


  “Two years older doesn’t mean you can boss me around,” Kraven said as he dug his own finger into Pratchett’s chest.


  Demetrius made eye contact with Sebastian and tilted his head to the side.


  Sebastian had no idea what would distract him from a family squabble, so he turned to look. Their mother had made multiple trips to the wagon and placed bottles on her table in a disorderly fashion. In all his years, she had never allowed a fight between them to last when they were at market. She’d also stopped calling out her wares and her movements were jerky. Sebastian couldn’t remember hearing her speak for a long time and remembered the last he’d heard from her was right before Diana had insulted her. We argue and call each other names all the time, so I don’t know why today is different. He glanced at Diana’s table and saw her gaze roam to their mother every few minutes. Diana’s jaw stiffened as time passed and their mother still said nothing.


  Pratchett backed up closer to Demetrius. “I think I saw a glimmer of red. That’s why Mother keeps looking down.”


  “If her eyes are red, we won’t sell anything from her scaring the customers,” Kraven said.


  “We wouldn’t need to sell anything if Father hadn’t paid Kevin to drag Sebastian home,” Pratchett said.


  “Diana angered her, so why am I being blamed?” Sebastian asked.


  “Look at her,” Demetrius said, jabbing his thumb in Diana’s direction. “She’s getting pissed too.”


  Sebastian stared at Diana and Lady Orwell, who were growing into silent, angry mirrors of each other. “I don’t see why I’m being held responsible for anything.”


  “You are the youngest and by default can be the cutest. Use that otherwise useless talent to calm Mother down and then ask Diana to apologize,” Demetrius ordered.


  Sebastian’s eyebrow rose. “I see zero incentive to do either thing.”


  “You’re the one least likely to be cursed, and James and the others are leaving Diana alone,” Pratchett said. “They’ve given up too, and I’m not doing it. You cost us money, so you make it up.”


  “This is horseshit,” Sebastian said.


  “Maybe, but I think James agrees,” Demetrius said.


  Sebastian turned and saw James eyeing him and slanting his head in their mother’s direction. “I hate you all.”


  “All that sucking up and you still have no authority,” Pratchett said.


  “Go fuck yourself.” Sebastian took a deep breath and went to Lady Orwell’s side. She was dividing potions by strength with her head bent down. Sebastian opened his mouth just as Imegan stopped by their table.


  “Have you had another argument with that disobedient girl?” Imegan asked.


  Sebastian closed his eyes and wondered why nothing was going right that day.


  “Imegan.” Lady Orwell spoke up for the first time.


  “Yes?”


  “If you don’t move away from me, I will spell your tongue to rot and choke you to death with puss,” Lady Orwell said without looking up.


  Sebastian lowered his head into his hand and groaned. Imegan made a strangled sound and fled.


  “I’m not in the mood, Sebastian.”


  Sebastian sighed. How am I supposed to be cute? “How did you know you were in love with Father?” Gods, why did I say that?


  Lady Orwell blinked, and her eyes flashed back to green. She stared at him suspiciously. “Are you serious?”


  “Um, no. I don’t know why those words came out of my mouth. Sorry,” Sebastian said while sidestepping his way from behind the table. A hand firmly gripped his cloak.


  “You may stay.”


  “I didn’t ask to stay,” Sebastian said.


  Lady Orwell’s eyes briefly flashed red again. “You’re going to stay.”


  “Fine,” Sebastian said, knowing his mother’s strength increased when her fey blood surfaced. She used that strength to pull him closer.


  “I know your brothers sent you, but I want you to answer my questions too.”


  “I would prefer you ignored what I said.”


  “It’s relevant to my mood.”


  “What does that mean?” Sebastian asked.


  “How does the prince see you?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t know. A mysterious cloaked man who might be a little demanding.”


  “What about after he saw your face?” Lady Orwell asked.


  “A mysterious cloaked man with a surprise filling but still demanding.”


  “Do you think he loves you or your appearance?”


  “I think me. He told me he loved me before he knew what I looked like.”


  “That is a positive first step.”


  “You still haven’t answered my question,” Sebastian said.


  “I thought you didn’t want me to.” Sebastian frowned beneath his hood, and his mother smiled. “I loved him when he first met me. He didn’t give a damn how beautiful I was and ignored me until he spied my apothecary badge.” Lady Orwell tapped the embroidered healer’s knot surrounding a poisonous flower. “He said he loved my style and invited me to watch him swindle a lord.”


  “That’s romantic?”


  “To be seen as a person and an expert by a stranger, yes, it was,” Lady Orwell said.


  “That’s why what Diana said bothered you so much,” Sebastian whispered.


  “Among my people, I was raised to be a doll that sat on a shelf and looked pretty.” Lady Orwell slid a nail across the side of Sebastian’s cheek. “Would you like to be called a doll?”


  Something twisted in Sebastian’s stomach, and he thought back to others who didn’t see him as a person but as a thing. He shook his head vehemently, and his mother kissed the top of his head. Sebastian froze, not used to the affection.


  “I do not want that fate for you, either. That is why I will support whoever you marry that is worthy of you,” she said.


  “Did the same things happen to you that happened to me?” Sebastian asked.


  “No. Strangers tried to make you do their bidding, and my family tried to make me do theirs.”


  “That sounds kind of worse,” Sebastian said.


  “Yes and no.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Because you are the only one who will understand. You can go back to the others. I’m calm now,” Lady Orwell said.


  “All right.” Sebastian left her as she loudly hawked her wares to newcomers. He didn’t stop walking until he stood face-to-face with Diana.


  “What do you want?”


  “Apologize to her.”


  “I must be hearing things, because I thought you just ordered me to be nice to Mother.”


  “Think about what you said,” Sebastian said. “Think about how I’ve been treated without my hood and about what you called Mother.”


  “There is no comparison,” Diana hissed. “She played you like a fiddle, and now you’re making demands to me like a miniature knight.”


  “I don’t think she’s conning him,” James said. “She genuinely looked hurt.”


  “What about all the times she’s insulted me? You don’t see me sulking and expecting an apology.”


  “That’s because you accidently touched a bad memory,” Lord Ausher said.


  “Do you mind explaining and being less cryptic?” Diana asked.


  “Among the fey, the most beautiful are only expected to be on display and breed. Your mother is no exception, and her people would have gone to great lengths to mold her for that role contrary to what she wanted.” Lord Ausher looked at their mother. “It would have taken a shocking act to escape it. Insult many things, but not that.”


  “You always talk about beating Mother and Father,” Sebastian said. “Can’t you do that by being a bigger person than both of them for once?”


  “Diana, we’re going to be stuck here for days with her, and there’s the wagon ride back,” Demetrius said.


  Kraven joined in. “Please, Diana.”


  “All of you take a pay loss, and I’ll do it,” Diana offered.


  “I’m used to awkward wagon rides, so I can live with Mother being angry,” Pratchett said.


  James nonchalantly picked Pratchett up by the collar and dragged him closer until they were nose to nose. “Believe me, little brother, you’ll live with a lot more than awkward silence if you don’t get in line.”


  “That’s easy for you to say. You have more money.”


  “I’m joking, James, I’m not that bad,” Diana said.


  “It’s hard to tell with you,” James said.


  Diana flattened out her skirt and glared at the others. “I’m doing it, so I don’t want to hear another damn word about it.” She marched to their mother, but waved her hand in a warding sign so no one could eavesdrop.


  “That’s cheating,” Demetrius said.


  Ellie shushed him. “We can still try to make out what they’re saying by reading their lips.”


  “As if I have a ridiculous skill like that!” Pratchett said.


  James squinted at them. “They’re talking about both of them having to say they’re sorry, and Diana is putting up a fight about something,” he said as she threw her arms into the air.


  “Even I can see that much,” Pratchett said.


  Diana shook her head and stormed back to the group, the ward dissolving into nothing. She wiped off the chalk on her price board and made the numbers slightly higher. “Happy?” she shouted to Lady Orwell, and their mother smiled serenely.


  “Now I sort of feel like I’ve been had,” James said.


  “None of you have ever learned how to properly negotiate with her,” Lord Ausher piped in.


  “Most families don’t need a guide for dealing with parents,” Sebastian said.


  Lord Ausher shrugged. “You have never been like other families.”


  CHAPTER 28


   


   


  SEBASTIAN BENT so his body folded under the desk and no limbs stuck out.


  “Do not speak, do not breathe, and if he catches you, we’re dead,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Why are you acting as if I’m going to wave to him?” Sebastian asked.


  “Because this is a dumb idea.”


  “You’re the reason we have to do this in the first place. Bad life choices brought you here.”


  “Shut up. I’m about to start the summoning spell,” Lord Orwell said.


  Sebastian stopped moving and calmed his breaths so nothing he did could be heard. There was a flick of a knife and the sound of blood dropping into a bowl. Magic washed over Sebastian’s skin, and he knew the large mirror in his father’s study had made a connection. Please let this be the right thing to do.


  “Caspian?” a deep voice questioned from the other side of the mirror.


  “I’m sorry for breaking my word, but circumstances dictate a meeting,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I agree. I have received troubling reports about Larnlyon. A prince in danger and your son caught in the middle.”


  Lord Orwell sighed. “Please be plain, Trenton. You know the connection is secure.”


  “But I don’t know where your loyalty lies now.”


  “With me, as it’s always been.”


  The voice from the other end laughed. “I do miss you, Caspian. How is your wife?”


  “She’ll be fine if she knows our son isn’t in danger anymore.”


  “I am sorry for my men attacking him,” Trenton said. “If I had been aware he was your son, I never would have targeted him.”


  “That’s kind of you to say.”


  “You are such a cynic. Do you really think I would knowingly endanger one of your children?”


  “You have your priorities, and I have mine. My son won’t stand in your way, so please leave him be,” Lord Orwell requested.


  “Done.”


  “Speaking of the prince. From the attempts, can I assume you think eating his heart will solve your problem?”


  “I heard you searched through the castle’s documents. Did you find any clearer translations?” Trenton asked.


  “No, just the same passage as before.”


  “Then why do you think you know more than me?”


  “Trenton, our teacher taught us to look at the facts and consider the object itself. What talisman would be called the Heart of Light if a human sacrifice was involved? Heart of Darkness, Heart of Despair, maybe, but not Heart of Light.”


  “I like to try all avenues.”


  “I like living in a home not surrounded by civil war,” Lord Orwell said.


  “If you hadn’t left my side, finding a home wouldn’t be a problem,” Trenton said. “Summoning me this way takes more magic than you pretended to give up. I don’t know if I should be insulted or impressed by your duplicity.”


  “Constant marching does not make a good home,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I’ll have a stable base of operations soon,” Trenton promised. “Please consider my offer.”


  “I will share it with Cynthia.”


  “You do that, and I hope your Sebastian is doing well,” Trenton said. “It must be painful to be away from the prince after spending so much time with him.”


  “Sebastian was at the castle because of my business, and anything that might have occurred between them is over. The curiosity of youth is fleeting, you know.”


  “I’ve heard. I hope you contact me soon with your answer.” The magic dissipated, and Sebastian took a deep breath.


  “It’s sad how Trenton is still playing a spider spinning webs in the shadows,” Lord Orwell said. “He’s failed every time to reach his goal of ruling thanks to Alchone not trusting him, and Orsen being too crazy to control. Now he thinks a pretty amulet will help him skip the middleman and become a king himself. That is why I told you to stay away from Turren. You want nothing to do with Trenton’s schemes.”


  “If things get bad enough, are you going to accept his offer?” Sebastian asked while freeing himself from his contorted position.


  Lord Orwell snorted. “If things get that bad, we’re fleeing the whole damn country. Maybe even to a fey land away from his reach.”


  “You think Trenton will let you escape?”


  “Not even a tyrant would be dumb enough to break this country’s Refuge Laws and piss off too many powerful creatures.” Lord Orwell sighed. “It won’t be easy or cheap to make the fey rescind your mother’s human-citizen status, but it’s doable.”


  “Mother will be thrilled,” Sebastian said.


  “We don’t have to stay with her clan. Dwarves might be willing to take us in.”


  “As I said, Mother will be thrilled.” Now that they had time, Sebastian needed to find a way to activate the Heart of Light since that was the only powerful talisman in play that could beat Trenton. Sebastian kept his thoughts to himself because he knew his family would stop him.


   


   


  WEEKS PASSED into months, and Sebastian wasn’t any closer to figuring out how the Heart of Light worked or how to get it out of Trenton’s grasp. He and Harold brainstormed with Margaret, but the biggest problem was not knowing Trenton’s location. Sebastian asked Lord Orwell, but he shouted at him and told him never to ask again. Guilt ate at him because Turren had to realize Sebastian didn’t have his mirror and was deliberately avoiding him. Sebastian had sacrificed his one chance at love and had nothing to show for it. He couldn’t think of more options, and that bookstore he’d dreamed of wasn’t as appealing as it used to be. Why did that damn Kevin have to be right about me losing my heart?


  In the woods where the attack had occurred, Sebastian returned to the spot where he’d found the wounded prince. Maybe something will be left from the body. He reached out to the land and asked if anything remained of the assassin’s possessions. The ground buckled, and coin and weapons pushed up from the soil. Sebastian bent and checked every item, but there wasn’t much. No maps or diagrams saying exactly how to use the amulet. Sebastian sighed. It was a foolish wish when Trenton’s men were professionals. The dead man only had money, weapons, and no identification.


  “So that’s what happened to my attacker.”


  Sebastian spun around, and Turren stood behind him with a black horse nuzzling his shoulder. “How long have—” Sebastian shook himself and anger filled him. “What are you doing here, you idiot! You’re ruining everything I did!”


  “If you wanted me to obey your commands, then you should have been honest with me.” Turren crossed his arms. “You said our separation would be temporary, and what are you doing with those things?”


  “Stealing his valuables,” Sebastian lied.


  “Grave robbing would make more sense if you didn’t casually throw that money on the ground with a disappointed look on your face.”


  “I was expecting jewels. He could have been a pirate assassin,” Sebastian said.


  Turren smiled. “At least you’re lying in a way that I’m not supposed to take you seriously.” He patted his horse’s snout and moved closer to Sebastian. “I’ve watched you for a while, and you seem upset.”


  “You have very bad habits for a crown prince,” Sebastian said.


  “Being abandoned by your lover will do that to a man.” Turren’s smile disappeared. “Why have you broken all contact? Before you lie about not finding the time, I found your mirror at the castle. You are not a forgetful man, Sebastian.”


  Sebastian did not like this turn of events. Turren was usually the one having a hard time finding his tongue, and now the two of them had switched positions. “You can’t be here.”


  Turren stepped closer. “That’s not the answer I want or deserve.”


  Sebastian frowned. “I don’t have to answer you, and you should take the hint about the mirror. I don’t have a need for it anymore.”


  “That answer is not good enough, either,” Turren said.


  “I put my family at great risk to ensure your safety, and you’re jeopardizing yourself and them.”


  “Honesty will get more from me than half-concealed answers.”


  “I can’t tell you what I did, so just leave!”


  “I will not leave until you tell me what dangerous thing you did on my behalf.” Turren stood with little space separating them but didn’t touch Sebastian.


  “Fine,” Sebastian said. “I asked my father to communicate with Trenton. He only fulfilled my request when I promised never to see you again.”


  “You thought this was something I didn’t have to know?”


  “Yes. If Trenton comes here or contacts Father by mirror while you’re here, what kind of position do you think that puts us in?”


  “He comes near you, I’ll kill him,” Turren promised.


  “With what?” Sebastian asked. “He has the Heart of Light and at any moment might learn how to use it.”


  “I don’t care how, but if he touches you, he will die!”


  “And that is why I left you in the dark,” Sebastian said.


  “Or you can ask me to help instead of keeping secrets.”


  Sebastian lowered his hood. “Is this what it means to give myself to another person? Expectations that I’m supposed to do what you want.”


  “Twisting my words won’t put your actions in a better light. Lovers are expected to share decisions, and you have excluded me from most of yours.”


  “That was a necessity,” Sebastian said.


  Turren sniffed Sebastian’s neck and shrugged. “Smells like fear to me.”


  Sebastian sank his magic beneath Turren’s feet, and vines shot out of the ground. They wrapped around Turren’s wrists and legs. “I am not afraid of you.” He opened his hands and the vines tightened, bringing the prince to his knees.


  “What are you going to do now?” Turren asked, looking unconcerned.


  “I’m tempted to shove my cock in that big mouth of yours to—” Before Sebastian could finish, Turren leaned his head back and opened his mouth wide. Sebastian glared at him. Maybe Turren thought he wasn’t serious. Fine, I’ll do exactly what the fool wants. Sebastian unbuckled his pants and took his cock out. Aligning it with Turren’s welcoming mouth, Sebastian thrust forward hard, making Turren grunt but not gag. He had no problems receiving Sebastian’s cock and began sliding his mouth back and forth. Sebastian watched Turren close his lips around him and gritted his teeth as Turren moved his head faster. “Bastard,” Sebastian said while his hips now thrust at the speed Turren forced on him. His eyes closed, then snapped fully open when blue light flashed. The vines were torn apart and Turren was free.


   


   


  LETTING GO of Sebastian’s cock, Turren grabbed Sebastian’s pants and yanked them down. Sebastian fell to the ground. “Come,” Turren whispered, and a covered bowl whisked to his side from the horse’s bags. He ripped off the cloth and revealed a bunch of berries. He burst a few in his hand and jabbed his fingers in Sebastian’s ass without warning.


  “Urgh!” Sebastian whipped his head back but gasped when the fingers went deeper.


  “You have shown that you are in no mood for a gentle coupling, and I am obliging you,” Turren said.


  “What are those?” Sebastian asked as Turren reached into the bowl for another handful.


  “Gefflern berries. They have an oil in them that’s perfect for sex.” Turren stroked Sebastian’s cock with his wet hand and kissed Sebastian’s ass. “I love you, and I know you love me. I know that’s why you’re doing this, but you can ask me for help.”


  “I don’t—”


  “If you lie about that, I will take you at your word,” Turren vowed and dropped his hands from Sebastian’s body.


  Sebastian closed his mouth and stared straight ahead.


  “Good.” Turren put his fingers back in Sebastian’s ass and massaged the hole clinging to him. “These are my terms. Tell me your plans or I will make a public nuisance of myself to Trenton.”


  Sebastian looked over his shoulder. “You’re being unreasonable!”


  Turren smiled and rotated his fingers inside Sebastian. “I’m being very reasonable. I could have gone after Trenton without seeing you first. This way was more rational, don’t you agree?” Sebastian moaned but didn’t respond. “Oh, sorry.” Turren slowly pulled out his fingers. “You can talk now.”


  “Did you really consider going after him?” Sebastian asked.


  “He tried to kill me twice. Why wouldn’t I go after him?”


  “You’re insane,” Sebastian said. “The queen can’t beat him, and you think you stand a chance?”


  Turren pushed his thumbs into Sebastian’s ass and massaged the two globes in front of him with his palms. If Sebastian was as malleable as the beautiful ass in front of him, it wouldn’t be so difficult to deal with the man. Droplets of juice dripped from the slowly relaxing hole and he leaned forward for a taste. He tongued the pretty hole and swiped away the juice.


  Sebastian gasped. “Did you lick me?”


  Turren smiled. “No.”


  Sebastian glared at him. “There is juice on your lips.”


  Turren licked his lips. “There is not.”


  “That is not for licking!”


  “We are of two minds on that.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “What’s to stop me from lying?”


  “If I suspect you’re deceiving me again, I will immediately seek out Trenton.”


  Sebastian’s shoulders slumped. “If I tell you, you must swear to do nothing.”


  “I would have done so from the beginning if you had trusted me.”


  “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Sebastian muttered.


  “I can be very understanding,” Turren said as he stared at the twitching hole begging for his attention. He picked up another berry and squeezed it over Sebastian’s entrance. Sebastian moaned, and Turren slid his fingers back in. Even if sticking his tongue on it the first time shocked Sebastian, it was criminal now not to taste it. Turren leaned forward and plunged inside the juicy hole. Sebastian jerked against him.


  “You lying ass, I knew it,” Sebastian moaned out.


  Turren sucked on the delicate flesh and thrust his tongue deeper. Sebastian’s arms collapsed, and he was only held up by Turren’s hands. After suckling until all the juice was gone, Turren released Sebastian. “Tell me your plan.”


  “Scry for Trenton’s location and steal the Heart of Light,” Sebastian whispered.


  Turren’s chest constricted. “You were going to do this and leave me in the dark?”


  “I thought it was for the best.”


  Turren closed his eyes and saw Sebastian dead from assassins by Trenton’s own hand. “You can’t….” He shook himself and unbuckled his pants. With little effort he flipped Sebastian onto his back and pulled him onto his lap. Turren crushed a handful of berries and stroked the juice onto his cock. He slammed inside Sebastian, and Sebastian cried out. Turren’s hips rose off the ground to thrust harder into him. “What if you died? What would I do? I can’t lose you, I can’t.” Sebastian’s cries became unintelligible, and Turren pressed his hand against Sebastian’s heart. “You are not a fair man.”


  Sebastian opened his eyes and said, “Sorry.”


  Turren frowned at the tears trailing out the corners of Sebastian’s eyes. “Not good enough!” he shouted and spread Sebastian’s cheeks farther apart so he could move deeper.


  Sebastian’s back arched and he shouted, eyes glowing as his magic made the fall leaves shiver in the trees and spring into the air.


  Turren stretched and kissed the handprint on Sebastian’s chest. Leaning against it, Turren found his release and bit the skin. Sebastian whimpered as his seed spilled on Turren’s throat. Turren’s cock slipped out of Sebastian, and Sebastian collapsed on his chest. Turren cradled him and lowered them both to the grass. “I won’t stop you from stealing the talisman, but you will take me with you.”


  Sebastian looked up at Turren and stroked his chin. “I love you, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  Turren kissed Sebastian’s hand and then kissed his forehead. “If we each know what the other is doing, then there is nothing to fear.”


  “You can’t be near Trenton when we steal it,” Sebastian said.


  Turren frowned. “We?”


  “Harold and Margaret.”


  “Four wizards are better than three.”


  “What if the amulet does some weird thing and activates while you’re there?”


  “Then I won’t touch it, but I’m still coming with you. Maybe I should be there too when you scry for him.”


  “No,” Sebastian said. “He’s probably keeping an eye out for your magic, and we don’t want to warn him. We also need to keep contact between us at a minimum.”


  “I’ll agree if you promise to contact me by mirror on Winter Solstice,” Turren said. “That isn’t suspicious, and if he is listening, he’ll just assume I’m giving out well-wishes like anyone else. It won’t make you stand out.”


  “I’ll hold you to your word, Prince,” Sebastian said. He pointed to the bowl. “What do they taste like?”


  Turren popped a berry into his mouth and held it between his teeth. He bit into it softly, and juice trickled down his lips. He raised his eyebrow and Sebastian rolled his eyes.


  Scooting up, Sebastian licked at the juice and stole the berry from Turren. He grinned and laughed as juice spurted down his chin.


  Familiar power suddenly built up, and Turren turned to see Captain Pembrost forming an attack. “Pembrost, wait!” Turren shouted. A green sphere whirled out of the captain’s hands and toward the two lovers. It zagged a little upward, straight for Sebastian. Forming a ward over both of them, Turren deflected it into the trees.


  “My prince, get away from him. He’s a water nymph!” Captain Pembrost shouted.


  Sebastian frowned in confusion, and Turren saw juice still dripping dark red on his mouth. “No, Captain, no!” He sat up, disentangling both of them, and stood in front of Sebastian. “He’s not a water nymph, and we’ve been eating berries.” Turren wiped off both their mouths. “See, it’s not blood.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes and waved his hand past Turren’s shoulder. Vines poured out of the ground and surrounded the captain.


  “Damn you, that’s only going to piss him off,” Turren said. Sure enough, flames burned away the vines and Pembrost stalked closer, magic making his hand glow.


  “I don’t care what that idiot thinks I am. He attacks me again, and I won’t hold back,” Sebastian said.


  Captain Pembrost froze. “Sebastian?”


  “No, I ate Sebastian, and he’s speaking through my stomach.”


  Pembrost lowered his hand. “I don’t understand.”


  Turren laughed. “It turns out he hides his face for a far different reason than hideousness.” He reached down, grabbed Sebastian’s cloak, and handed it to him.


  “Persistence certainly worked in your favor,” Captain Pembrost murmured as he turned around. “You obviously settled any misunderstandings, so hurry and get dressed.”


  “Um, not quite. I need twenty more minutes,” Turren said.


  “For what?” Sebastian and Pembrost demanded at the same time.


  “You snuck out again and want extra time as a reward for disobedience?” Pembrost asked.


  “You did plenty in the time you’ve already used,” Sebastian said, blushing.


  Turren’s pants tightened. “Thirty minutes?”


  “Fifteen! And you better be ready!” Captain Pembrost threw his hands in the air and walked out of sight.


  “You have an overinflated opinion of your abilities,” Sebastian said while Turren dug though his pockets. “What are you looking for?”


  “This,” Turren said as he clasped Sebastian’s hand and placed the circular object in it. Sebastian’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened.


  “You didn’t?” Sebastian asked, horrified.


  Turren dropped to one knee while still holding Sebastian’s hands. “I fell in love with you as a boy when I barely knew what the word meant. I knew I needed you by my side and that you make me a complete man. Now I understand why and have come to love you even more. I ask that you be my husband and rule beside me.” Turren opened Sebastian’s hand and revealed the large gold ring adorned with a giant sapphire.


  “I… I,” Sebastian stuttered. “Do I have only thirteen minutes to answer?”


  “I have waited years for your hand, and I can wait until Solstice for your reply.”


  Sebastian blinked. “What’s the rest of the time for?”


  “To celebrate the first time you’ve plainly said, ‘I love you.’”


  Sebastian glanced at Turren’s crotch. “How is that thing so eager all the time?”


  “You’re annoyed and wearing your cloak in a rather provocative manner,” Turren said, eyeing the cloth draped on naked skin.


  “That’s all it takes?”


  “Yes.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “You are something special.”


  “I have only ten minutes to prove it, so please get on your knees,” Turren said.


  Sebastian pointed at the prince. “That tongue of yours stays out of my ass!”


  “I’ll treat you to that another time because Pembrost will stick to schedule.” Turren pulled Sebastian in close, kissing him and sliding his fingers beneath the cloak. He sought out that wonderful ass again and was delighted that his seed made it very slippery. Turren undid his pants, and they both moved to the ground. Sebastian leaned on his elbows and looked back at Turren aiming his cock at the lubricated entrance.


  “Well, get on with it. You’ve already made me late.”


  Turren rammed his cock inside of Sebastian and watched his lover’s fingers dig into the dirt. “I think… you like… punishment as much… as me,” he grated out as he fucked Sebastian until the only sounds out of him were moans and begging.


  CHAPTER 29


   


   


  SEBASTIAN SIGHED as he stared at the extra wagons near the side of the house. “Rebecca is here too. Greaaaat,” he muttered and went inside. The kitchen cabinets were covered with spice bottles and his sister, Rebecca, frowned at them. Ten living siblings are too damn many.


  “Why is there no pixie root or starseed?” she asked.


  “Because we can’t afford it,” Sebastian said.


  “That makes sense for the rest of the year, but not Solstice. You lot are woefully unprepared,” Rebecca said.


  “Then bring your own spices.”


  “I would have if you had told me.”


  Sebastian narrowed his eyes under his hood. “Or you could ask Alice.”


  Rebecca crossed her arms. “No wonder you were born with that face. It’s the only way you could be remotely lovable.” She turned to the doorway and shouted, “Demetrius!”


  Sebastian shook his head and left the kitchen. “Damn family celebrations,” he said as he walked into the family room where Emily, Rebecca’s wife, admired a sword that Luke displayed.


  “Does it really cost that much?” Emily asked.


  “Ha!” Kevin said. “It should be more, but he wants to lure people in with lower prices during the last days of market.”


  “It’s beautiful.” Emily licked her lips and looked back at the kitchen.


  “No!” Rebecca shouted without poking her head in the room.


  “I only looked at it,” Emily said regretfully.


  Luke smiled. “You do have a lot of swords, and you take care of them so well that the blades never need replacing. You should be proud.” He frowned and turned to sniff in Sebastian’s direction.


  “Hello, everyone,” Sebastian said and hurried upstairs. He might be safe if he stayed away from Luke for a day or two. Stomping following in his wake made Sebastian curse. He looked back, and Kevin stood behind him. “What do you want? I just got home and want to sleep.”


  “Luke’s stomach is rumbling, which means he’s hungry,” Kevin said.


  “I don’t need to know that!”


  “I fed him this morning so he should be good until tonight.”


  “I did not need to know that either.”


  “He becomes hungry quicker if he catches the scent of sex,” Kevin said while crossing his arms. “Funny how that happens when you sneak in later than usual.”


  “I didn’t sneak in,” Sebastian whispered, glancing at his parents’ floor and hoping they wouldn’t come down because of the commotion. “It could be Rebecca. There’s enough room in their wagon for it.”


  “He would have been hungry when they got here. When Diana arrives from market, we will speak.” Kevin went back downstairs, and Sebastian growled under his breath.


  When Sebastian walked by Ophelia’s door, it creaked open, and she stuck her head out. “Any comments from you?”


  Ophelia smiled. “I like Turren’s sense of humor.” She ducked her head back in her room and shut the door.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sebastian asked the empty hall. He shook his head and made it to his room without any more interruptions. It was a cold journey because of the dropping temperatures, and Sebastian looked forward to a hot bath. He still had berry remnants on him after a minimal cleanup job at the lake and wanted to get rid of that evidence too. After unbuttoning his shirt, Sebastian smiled at the handprint still marking his chest. The marking was possessive and intimate. No one would know except the two of them. He gathered clean clothes and towels and walked to one of the bathrooms. He closed the door behind him and ran the taps. Steam filled the room, and Sebastian sighed as he warmed up.


  Dumping his clothes on the floor, Sebastian sank into the tub and moaned. This was the proper welcome he wanted. He leaned back and scrubbed a rag against his chest. Yawning, he looked at his handiwork and saw the handprint still as bright as ever. Sebastian frowned and scrubbed at it again. Nothing happened. Sebastian stood, and red handprints stuck out all over his body in ways that made it obvious how he’d gotten them. He sat in the water again and soaked for a good hour. All the marks remained. The door rattled with a hard banging.


  “Sebastian, get out already!” Pratchett shouted. “I’ll tell Diana to open the door if you don’t!”


  Sebastian ignored his brother and stared at the handprints. “I’m going to kill him.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN HAD to wear his cloak out of the bathroom because the shirt he wore was sleeveless and too low in the front. Five steps from his door, his elbow was tugged into a strong grip. “I’m not in the mo—” Sebastian was crushed against a strong body. He looked up and James grinned down at him.


  “Wrong brother, but he told me to collect you. Come on,” James said and dragged Sebastian to Ophelia’s room.


  “I haven’t done anything,” Sebastian said as he was dragged through the door.


  Kevin snorted. “I’ve never heard an honest man say those words.”


  “He is a tad defensive, isn’t he?” Diana asked.


  “So, what have you done?” James asked as he plopped Sebastian on the bed next to Ophelia.


  “There is nothing to confess. Did Ellie come along?”


  “No, traveling makes her too tired.” James gently swatted Sebastian’s head. “Don’t change the subject, imp.”


  “Pratchett probably created mischief,” Sebastian said.


  James rolled his eyes. “That’s an everyday occurrence. Now confess your crimes.”


  “It’s been a long day. Knock off this nonsense,” Sebastian said.


  “Don’t be coy, Sebastian.” Ophelia scratched down the front of her shirt, and Kevin frowned.


  “Why are you still wearing your cloak?” he asked.


  “Because I’m cold.”


  “After you spent all that time in the bath?” Diana eyed James and Kevin, and both brothers moved at once. Sebastian jumped off the bed, but they caught him.


  “Let’s see what you’re hiding,” James said. They worked Sebastian’s cloak off and stared at the handprint sticking out of his shirt. “What is that?”


  Kevin pulled the shirt up and jerked Sebastian’s pants down at the side.


  “Hey!” Sebastian cried out. “Let go of me!”


  “I think there’s more, but I’m not that curious,” Kevin said.


  Diana stepped forward and examined the colored patches. She rubbed Sebastian’s chest and flicked at it with her nail. “Lovers’ berries that stain the body for days.” She smiled. “Sebastian is all grown up and playing adult games. Prince Turren?” she asked. “Or have you found another paramour so quickly?”


  Sebastian shoved his brothers away and adjusted his shirt. “It’s not any of your damn business.”


  “It is if the prince is marking you for all to see without bothering to offer courtship,” Kevin said.


  “When were you ever courted?” Sebastian demanded to know since his siblings were throwing ridiculous standards at him.


  “The prince is treating him honorably,” Ophelia spoke up.


  Sebastian cringed, hoping she wouldn’t reveal the ring that he had tucked in his cloak pocket. “That is mine to have and not for you to share.”


  “I won’t tell the others about that thing, but I’m more interested in the other fact that led to your branding.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sebastian said.


  “You’re going to lie to me?” Ophelia asked softly, her voice darkening.


  “What’s this about?” Diana looked at their sister, who was rarely cross with anyone.


  “Why don’t you tell them what made Turren decide to mark you in a way that would make you think of him for days instead of ignoring him for important decisions? That’s why you’ve stayed away from home, correct? So I can’t sense what you’re up to.” Ophelia stood. “I am not a fool.”


  James poked Sebastian’s shoulder. “Now you’ve gone and made her mad. Out with it before you make matters worse.”


  “Frederick told you?” Sebastian asked.


  “He thought I should be told, unlike you.”


  Sebastian crossed his arms. “And that means Harold told him.”


  Kevin grabbed Sebastian by the collar. “You heard James.”


  Sebastian glared at all of them. “I’m meeting with Harold during the next market trip to scry for Trenton’s whereabouts.”


  Diana sighed. “I guess someone had to be dumb enough to follow in Richard’s path.”


  “I am not,” Sebastian said.


  Ophelia cleared her throat. “You forgot about that other thing.”


  “Tell us everything, or we go to Father,” James promised.


  Sebastian looked at his brother, and James’s jaw was set. “After we find Trenton, we’re going to steal a powerful artifact from him called the Heart of Light.”


  “I recall Father saying this wizard travels with an army,” Kevin said.


  “That’s why we’re not confronting him and using stealth,” Sebastian said.


  “From within an army?” James shook his head. “He has to be prepared for anyone making a move on it, so it’s not as easy as you’re trying to make it out to be. This is a bad idea, and you should stop while you still have your life.”


  “This is why I’m stealing it with a few friends I thought I could trust,” Sebastian said.


  “Don’t be a brat,” Ophelia said. “This is kingdom business, and Harold had to tell Frederick. Besides, another powerful wizard isn’t a bad thing.”


  “It is when he opens his mouth to the king and queen, and Trenton finds out.”


  “Frederick is also cautious about Trenton’s spies, so he’s keeping the knowledge to himself. He even brought up a few ways to prevent Trenton from tracking you during the spell.”


  “Who is going to use this Heart of Light if you get it?” Diana asked.


  “Prince Turren might be able to use it. Maybe,” Sebastian muttered.


  “A grand plan,” Kevin said. “I’ll make sure your headstone is as pretty as Richard’s.”


  “Father knows how it works, so we’ll force him to tell us,” Ophelia said.


  “Father will not want to play hero,” James said.


  “He might not have a choice,” Diana said. “Sebastian might succeed, but the odds are high that Trenton will know the Heart of Light is gone quickly and send his army after it. An army at our doorstep might be a strong incentive for Father’s participation.”


  Kevin grunted. “This could be the only time I don’t want to see how angry Father can get.”


  Diana smiled at Sebastian. “That’s what younger siblings are for.”


  “You bastards want to barge in, but you’re still making me take all the blame,” Sebastian said.


  Kevin shrugged. “After all these years, I’m surprised you thought it would be any other way.”


  CHAPTER 30


   


   


  HAROLD SLAPPED Sebastian’s hand. “Stop stress eating, we’re about to start.”


  Sebastian swallowed the candied orange slice and reached for another piece. “I am not stress eating.”


  Margaret snorted as she put the final crystal on the floor. “You ate six cinnamon rolls.”


  “I paid for them,” Sebastian said as he scooted out of the way so Margaret could place one in the center of the large map spread across the floor.


  “You act as if we’re going to screw up, and I take that as an insult to my abilities,” Harold said.


  “If Father finds out, he might be angry enough to dose me with a memory spell.”


  “Always a pleasant man,” Margaret said as she plopped down next to Sebastian and they formed a triangle. She held out her hands, and the others grabbed them. Closing her eyes, she sent her magic to Harold’s connection, and both their magics flowed into Sebastian.


  Sebastian concentrated on the crystal and the assassin’s blade lying next to it. The two items glowed, and Sebastian thought of Trenton’s voice. He closed his eyes, and he felt as if his body were whisked away through the crystal. He opened them and the map appeared in his mind, much bigger and stretching under his feet as far as he could see. Mountains and ridges stood out like imprints on a globe. A red line flashed from Anerith to the ocean. Sebastian waded through water that should have drowned him, and then he was whisked back on land. He didn’t recognize the terrain, but he didn’t have long to stare at the tall buildings and statues because everything moved again and didn’t stop, as if Trenton and his army never stopped, either. All the moving nauseated Sebastian, and he took deep breaths to calm his stomach. Suddenly everything stopped, and the red line cut off violently.


  Out now! Harold shouted in his head. Power from beyond the red line snaked toward Sebastian, but he didn’t know how to avoid being ensnared in it. Entwined vines of orange and white power snagged around Sebastian’s waist, and he was pulled from the other power’s reach.


  Sebastian gasped and Harold’s clean bedroom returned. “Shit.” He held his throbbing head, and Margaret rubbed his back.


  “We have to inform Frederick that we have proof Trenton circled back and he’s somewhere in Larnlyon.”


  “Too bad we couldn’t find out if he still has the army with him,” Margaret said.


  “If he managed to sneak them in, how is he hiding them?” Sebastian asked when the pain eased.


  “I have no idea,” Harold said. “But now I understand why your father fears him so much. Gods, I wish Uvel had listened to his peers. They warned him about Trenton, and he still taught him.”


  “We need to strengthen our plans if that’s a taste of what will be guarding the Heart of Light,” Margaret said. “I think it’s wise to contact my City Watch friends for help.”


  Sebastian shivered. “I don’t know why he even wants to use it. He’s powerful without it.”


  “It depends on your aspirations,” Harold said. “The bigger they are, the more power you need.”


  “Wonderful,” Sebastian said.


  Harold scratched his head. “There’s still one thing I don’t understand. If this Heart of Light is the core of the world’s magic, how can anyone use it without going insane?”


  “I don’t think Trenton is thinking beyond the logistics of turning the damn thing on. I still think that amulet having an intimate meeting with a hammer will solve all our problems,” Sebastian said.


  Harold shook his head. “Depending on how the thing was formed, the magical reverberation from its destruction might be catastrophic.”


  Sebastian glared at his friend. “I sincerely hope there’s a special hell for idiots who make objects like this.”


   


   


  “I CAN’T believe I paid that much money for stupid spices,” Lord Orwell said as he watched his children preparing food for Solstice. “It’s one day of the year. What are we going to use them for on other days?”


  “Food that doesn’t taste like shit,” Rebecca said. “Out of the kitchen or peel.”


  “It’s my house!”


  Rebecca turned and pointed her sharp knife at Sebastian. “Remove a portion from the ingredients!”


  Clearly afraid that Rebecca would follow through, Lord Orwell hurriedly left the kitchen.


  “I don’t care what your real reason was for sending James and Luke for the spices, but I do appreciate it,” Rebecca said.


  “I care,” Demetrius said while searing pork loins. “What are you and the geezer siblings up to?”


  “I have a vested interest that food going in my stomach tastes good,” Sebastian said.


  “Investigate on your own time, Demetrius.” Rebecca went to the kitchen opening and shouted, “Kraven, Pratchett! How’s the bread dough?”


  “We’re still kneading. Shut up!” Pratchett shouted back at his twin.


  “Lazy bastard,” Rebecca muttered as she returned to her spot.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STARED at the empty place setting next to their mother’s side. Alice sat there during holidays and rarely missed an opportunity to foist her kids on the Orwell House while enjoying free room and board. She hadn’t missed festivities this year, either, which was why it was strange that her accustomed spot was empty of chair and plate. Alice frowned as if she was mentally counting the other places. She probably came to the same number as Sebastian and saw that everyone was accounted for except for her. Mocking Alice were four smaller plates next to her empty space with an adult plate in Mernon’s spot. Sebastian and Kraven had made the table earlier, and they hadn’t skipped anyone. Someone had obviously taken away Alice’s place. Pratchett glanced at the kitchen, where Rebecca and Demetrius were putting finishing touches on their food.


  Mernon looked at his wife, then the kitchen, and sighed heavily. He sat their little ones down and shushed them when they asked where Mama’s chair was.


  “And so it begins,” Pratchett whispered into Sebastian’s ear.


  Alice stalked to the kitchen, but Lady Orwell caught her arm. “Sebastian, set another place.”


  Sebastian sighed and did as ordered, hoping nothing else was sabotaged. To think, I’ll have to endure them for centuries.


  Rebecca came out of the kitchen with a large roasted bird on a platter and put it in the middle of the table. “Alice, don’t look sour. You’ll ruin everyone’s appetite.”


  “You shouldn’t blame us if your food unsettles our stomachs,” Alice said.


  “I never blame you for having an immature palate,” Rebecca said graciously. “Kraven, bring out the rolls before they cool. Sebastian, your dove work on the napkins needs practice, and help Demetrius with his dishes.”


  Sebastian saluted his sister and joined Demetrius in the kitchen.


  “Get the sauces out,” Demetrius ordered without greeting. “And go smack Pratchett. I know that little shit snuck in here and made himself a plate. My gravy is off.”


  Sebastian grabbed the silver tray topped with various gravies and reductions, shaking his head that anyone would miss a dollop out of all those bowls. When he arrived in the dining room, Kevin and Emily were arguing over the weight of a butter knife, and Pratchett was cooing over James’s shoulder as he used Diana’s mirror to call Ellie.


  “Is Lord Ausher drunk as a pixie yet?” James asked his wife.


  Ellie’s laughter filled the room. “The cooked hog is talking and telling jokes, so that would be a yes.”


  James smiled. “I wish I was there.”


  “Of course you do, because the big, giant ox can’t live a day without his wife,” Pratchett whispered behind him.


  “Is the babe behaving?” James asked, ignoring him.


  “Gods no, but with these kicking feet, she’ll be quite the athlete when she grows up,” Ellie said.


  “And she’ll squirm her widdle way into James’s widdle heart.” Pratchett pretended to be shot in the heart with an arrow. Still laughing at his own jokes, Pratchett choked when James snatched his collar and slammed him face-first onto the table.


  Without breaking conversation, James leaned his elbow into Pratchett’s back so he couldn’t move. “Maybe we can paint Valkyries in her room when I get back.”


  Ellie laughed again. “Maybe, but I have to go. I’m being kidnapped to be the fertility goddess during the Phoenix Walk. Don’t eat too much, and let Pratchett breathe!”


  “Save me leftovers!” James shouted into the mirror as celebration drowned out his wife. There was sudden silence, and the mirror went dark. James pouted and gave the mirror back to Diana. “They always have the best fun during Winter Solstice.”


  “Don’t worry, next year we’ll stay at your inn,” Lord Orwell said.


  James blinked. “What?”


  “This house is becoming too small for so many people during the holidays. Next year, your place will be perfect.”


  “You don’t have to do that, Father. If I’m not here, then you’ll have a free room.”


  Lord Orwell frowned. “Are you saying that you don’t want us to come?”


  “He’s saying that you guys are embarrassing during normal days and even worse during holidays,” Demetrius said. “Honestly, if I had a getaway, I would do it too.”


  “That’s not what he’s saying,” Lady Orwell broke in. “James loves our company. In fact, we should visit him more if he feels like his presence is such a burden to us.” She stretched her hand out to her oldest son. “We have to get rid of such foolish beliefs somehow.”


  James sighed heavily. “Of course that’s what I meant.”


  “Demetrius, slice the meat if you have nothing better to do than ramble,” Lady Orwell ordered.


  “Which part of the chicken—I mean turkey—do you want, James?” Demetrius asked.


  “A leg is fine,” James said.


  “Ow, don’t take it out on my spine!” Pratchett cried out.


  “Let him go so we can eat,” Lord Orwell said.


  James lifted his elbow, and Pratchett groaned loudly, clutching his back as he sat down.


  “All right,” Lady Orwell said. “Gather hands and bless the meal for the beginning of a fruitful year.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN ROLLED his eyes while Kraven drank deeply from his goblet just as it had been refilled. Once it was emptied, Kraven held it up again.


  “You can pour again.”


  “Stop being a greedy lush,” Diana said.


  “Pratchett finished half of the bottle. If I don’t get a second glass now, I never will,” Kraven said.


  “Rebecca, Alice, that is not cheap whiskey, and we are not at a drinking contest.” Lady Orwell glared at her two daughters going through expensive liquor faster than their brothers were devouring the wine.


  “I’ll stop when she stops,” Rebecca said just as Alice filled another tumbler.


  Luke smiled and shook his glass in Mernon’s direction.


  Mernon crossed his arms and said, “The day I’m dumb enough to try out-drinking an incubus is the day I walk to a cemetery and ask to be buried right then and there.”


  Luke turned to his husband, but Kevin snorted and beckoned Sebastian forward with the wine. “You idiots can wake up with a hangover while I sleep like a bear.”


  “If you’re looking for a drinking mate, I might be willing if you’re down for a wager,” Lord Orwell said.


  Luke pursed his lips while thinking about it.


  Kevin laughed. “If you’re that foolish, go for it. Father probably swallowed a potion before he came downstairs.”


  “That is an insult to my honor,” Lord Orwell said. “Don’t make excuses for your man if he can’t hack it against the elderly.”


  “Definitely swallowed a potion,” Sebastian muttered.


  Lord Orwell glared at Sebastian. “Why are you babbling when dessert hasn’t been served yet? Off with you!”


  Sebastian gave the wine bottle to Kraven and left as Luke clinked his glass against Lord Orwell’s. At least if the idiots are distracted, then I can spend extra time with the cooling pies. Two years I’ve baked the damn things, and two years I haven’t gotten a single serving because you bastards went at them like dogs. “Third time’s the charm,” Sebastian whispered, carefully cutting out a steaming berry-laden slice for himself. Using his magic to cool it slightly, Sebastian ate it quickly and moved on to a second pie. He used a different knife so he wouldn’t mar the pristine white topping or light green lime filling beneath it. The first fluffy bite melted on Sebastian’s tongue, and he congratulated himself for catching up to Margaret’s skills. The dining room grew loud with cheers, so Sebastian assumed Luke had won the bet. After the last bite, Sebastian unabashedly picked up both disturbed pies and joined his family.


  “You put something in the wine!” Lord Orwell pointed to Diana, who innocently adjusted her sleeves.


  “Why would I do anything like that?”


  “Evened the score is more like it,” James said, laughing. “I should have known there was a reason Diana added in a few bottles of her personal stash.”


  Sebastian put the pies down and backed away, hoping he could make it to his room.


  “Sebastian!” their mother shouted in horror. “How could you?”


  “They baked like that,” Sebastian lied.


  Pratchett looked at the pies and then turned to Sebastian. “You took out damn near a quarter of each pie, you ass!”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “I ate nowhere near that much, and my portions were fair.”


  Kevin pointed his fork at Sebastian. “Fair or not, no seconds for you.”


  Sebastian returned to his chair and rubbed his belly. “I’m full, so that’s fine with me.” He glanced at Ophelia, who had been silent the whole night. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  Ophelia shook her head. “It’s only a headache. I’ll take medicine for it after we finish.”


  Lord Orwell frowned. “How long have you had it?”


  Ophelia rubbed her temples. “For most of the night.”


  Their father reached out and touched her forehead. Horror dawned on his face, and his breathing deepened. “Oh, fuck me.” He yanked his hand back and stood up so quickly his chair fell. “Diana, get her to her room and bar the door behind you. Alice, put the children with them. Sebastian, your cloak now!” Lord Orwell shouted.


  “Is he here?” Lady Orwell asked.


  “That bastard is warding the whole damn house so Ophelia can’t get a vision.”


  “Trenton Keyes is here?” Sebastian asked, sharing worried looks with his siblings.


  “Yes, now put on your damn cloak!” Lord Orwell yelled.


  Sebastian ran to his room while Ophelia and the children were herded into hers. He had his cloak on in no time and ran back downstairs.


  “Everyone stay seated and act normal,” Lord Orwell instructed.


  Pratchett shrugged. “I can do normal.” He pulled the lime pie closer to him, and Kevin shook his head.


  “Really?”


  Pratchett held the knife over the pie for a reasonable slice but moved it for a wider chunk. “If you don’t want any, fine with me.”


  “I still want a piece,” Kraven said.


  “Let them be, Kevin,” James said. “It’s better than them pretending to be considerate.”


  “Why don’t we run?” Rebecca asked.


  “We won’t make it,” Lady Orwell said. “He probably has most directions closed off.”


  “Most?” Kevin asked.


  “He won’t let his army near the forest,” Lord Orwell said. “An understandable precaution with a magical land that doesn’t like intruders.”


  “He’ll just walk up to the door and knock?” Sebastian asked.


  “If he doesn’t consider us to be a threat, yes.”


  Pratchett raised his glass to Kraven. “Here’s hoping we don’t get killed.”


  James bent and grabbed both their drinks. “Your drinking is done for the night. We need your heads clear.”


  Lord Orwell snatched the bottles and handed them to Sebastian. “Put them and the food up. Kraven, grab the playing cards and we’ll distract ourselves before he’s here.”


  Pratchett scooped the knife in the other pie and snatched a large piece as Kraven tried to take it.


  “You are such a glutton,” Kevin said, shaking his head.


  “Mother is doing it too,” Pratchett whined. Everyone turned and saw Lady Orwell had procured the whiskey bottle from Rebecca and Alice. She filled her wineglass to the brim and drank it down as quickly as Kraven had.


  “I’m kind of impressed,” James said.


  “I actually am too.” Diana watched their mother gulp the last drop and put her goblet down.


  “I know that bitch is with him, and this is the only way I won’t poison all of them,” Lady Orwell said. “How dare they come to my home uninvited.”


  Lord Orwell groaned. “Diana, keep an eye on your mother’s hands.”


  “Why should I? I’m fine with poisoning them.”


  “James, keep an eye on your sister and your mother.”


  “Great, that’s going to be fun,” James said.


  “We don’t kill any of them unless we can kill all of them,” Lord Orwell said. “And that’s a lot of bodies even for us.”


  “There might be a reward for their heads,” Demetrius said.


  Sebastian watched his family and wondered if he should say anything about scrying for Trenton, or that Turren would be expecting a communication. His father’s bald spot glistened with sweat, and Sebastian opened his mouth just as Diana cleared her throat.


  “I agree that none of us should do anything hasty,” she said.


  Sebastian closed his mouth and cleared the table. He got everything wrapped up in the spelled cabinets and ate another slice of lime pie to relieve his worry. Maybe Turren wouldn’t react to his silence by coming to their property. Gods, this is going to be bad, Sebastian thought. He went into the living room, and everything looked like a normal Solstice night.


  Kraven had come back with multiple card decks and put them on the table. Diana grabbed them and doled out cards to each person. Sebastian sat down and waited for the game to start.


  “Same rules,” their father said. “Hands on the table, leave the table for latrine breaks only, and there are to be no alliances.”


  Kevin snorted. “Not all of us cheat like you do, Father.”


  “Enough of you do,” Lord Orwell said.


  An hour passed with James and Emily hoarding large piles of winnings and everyone else frowning at much smaller piles. There was a knock at the door, and everyone stopped. Lord Orwell stood and motioned everyone to keep playing. He straightened his collar, took a deep breath, and opened the door. “Trenton?”


  “Good Solstice,” a hearty voice said from outside. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but I was on the road and can’t find a place to spend the night. I know it’s late on a holiday, but do you mind putting us up for the night?”


  “Of course not. How could I?” Lord Orwell asked jovially. “It will be a tight fit, but I’ll make room. Come inside, and ah, Dalia and Feoras, I didn’t see you there.”


  Lady Orwell clenched her fingers around her cards.


  “Cynthia, we have company!” Lord Orwell called out as he stepped away from the door. His guests followed him in, and Sebastian saw his enemy for the first time.


  Unlike his father’s other friends, Trenton didn’t try to appear fancy or carry fake medals. The robes he wore were expensive but simple. As evidence of his power, Trenton’s aging had stopped near thirty unlike the older-looking Lord Orwell. Feoras and Dalia must have been powerful too, because they appeared to be James’s peers and not Caspian Orwell’s.


  “The food has been put away, but a plate will be simple to heat up,” Lord Orwell said.


  “That’s all right,” Dalia said, smiling at Lady Orwell. “My stomach didn’t agree with me the last time I ate here.”


  Lady Orwell’s face lit up. “Are you sure? It wouldn’t be any trouble to prepare you something special.”


  Dalia’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sure.”


  “Four of your girls are missing, Caspian. I hoped to meet your whole family,” Trenton said.


  “I’m honored that you felt the need to learn about my entire family,” Lord Orwell said. “Alice is turning in her children, and Ophelia is chatting with Diana in her room.”


  “And the youngest, girl, Cecilia?” Dalia asked.


  Sebastian glanced at his mother during the exchange and watched her irises turn red.


  “You really do your research.” Lord Orwell smiled weakly. “She’s too pregnant for travel, and it’s her first winter Solstice with her husband.”


  “I remember when you and Cynthia first married. Has it really been that many years, Caspian?” Trenton chuckled. “Where’s the adventurer?”


  Lord Orwell scratched his head. “If you mean Richard, he passed several years ago.”


  “I’m sorry to bring up bad memories,” Trenton said. “I mean the mysterious Sebastian I’ve heard tales of.” Trenton walked to the table and stopped behind Sebastian’s chair. “The one with magicked cloaks, who no one knows what lies under his hood.” He bent so he was level with Sebastian’s head. “I hear you saved the prince’s life.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “Any citizen would have done it. I was lucky.”


  “Lucky? Don’t be humble. You should be proud of your heroics.”


  “I keep hearing that, but I can’t take full credit when the assassins were so incompetent,” Sebastian said. He arranged his cards and placed the royal faces together.


  “I heard they nearly killed the prince, so they had to be talented men,” Feoras said.


  “I don’t know who told you that,” Sebastian said. “One fool assassin tripped and fell on his own knife while another one tried to talk me to death. And no man can be too bright if they attack a place called Wizards’ Row.”


  “An excellent point, young man.” Trenton interrupted before Feoras could say anything else. “Regardless of your thoughts, I still think you should be commended for your efforts.”


  “That’s kind of you,” Sebastian said. “Father, you have a minute to draw a card, or you’re giving up your spot.”


  “We obviously have guests, so you can wait a bit,” Lord Orwell told his son.


  “Tick tock,” Kevin said. “Wasting time is a loser’s bet.”


  “I can’t put anything into your sorry heads, but you remember a comment from two years ago?” Lord Orwell asked. He faced Trenton. “I’m sorry, I could never instill gratitude in this lot.”


  “Gratitude for what?” Demetrius asked. “Giving up our beds for frauds who probably have no magic or scammed with you back in the day? If they’re ducking the law, I suggest they sleep elsewhere. Twenty seconds, Father.”


  Lord Orwell glared at his children. “You take your tasks a little too seriously.”


  Sebastian smiled over his cards. Bitching about their father’s unexpected visitors was definitely normal behavior for them.


  “I assure you, we are no criminals,” Trenton said. “We are historians, but none of us are powerful mages—a trait we have in common with your father.”


  Sebastian’s eyebrow rose under his hood. A half-truth by the skin of his teeth and a veiled insult at Father. I wonder what terms they left on, he thought.


  “May I please watch?” Dalia asked. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you in action, Cynthia.”


  “You’re not missing much,” Lady Orwell said.


  “I can see that. What a strapping young man. Big and clever,” Dalia said as she walked behind James and squeezed his arm. “He might take the whole pot.”


  James moved her hand away. “Deal out, Father.”


  “Excuse me for a moment.” Lord Orwell stomped to the stack of cards and drew out three of them. He made a noncommittal “hm” and slapped two cards down.


  “It’s a shame to see a boy I’ve heard to be so clever losing,” Trenton said near Sebastian’s ear.


  “Gossiping isn’t the best way to learn things,” Sebastian said. Lord Orwell cleared his throat, and Sebastian rolled his eyes. He was already holding his tongue, and being nice would make Trenton suspicious. Trenton and his companions put their bags down and returned to watching the Orwells play.


  “You don’t have a lot of stones left,” Trenton said.


  “Keep your mind on your own stones,” Sebastian said. His father cleared his throat again. Sebastian dug through his cloak pocket and pulled out a coughing remedy. He tossed it to his father, who barely caught it in time. “Drink that and pipe down. I’m not winning, but I’m not in as bad a straits as you.”


  “My throat is fine,” Lord Orwell said and pitched the potion at Sebastian’s head.


  Sebastian caught it and put it back in his pocket.


  “Gloves too?” Trenton asked.


  “He even has boots,” Pratchett piped in. He threw his cards in the side pile. “I’m out.”


  “And socks.” Kraven giggled.


  “I should have taken the bottle away from you sooner,” Pratchett said.


  Kraven sighed. “I’ll never marry.”


  “What nonsense are you going on about?” Pratchett asked.


  “Sebastian, take Kraven to his room,” James said. “I’ll make up my room and Cecilia’s for our guests after the game.”


  Sebastian looked across the table at his family. He nodded to Kevin for his attention. “An hour of free work if you watch my cards.”


  “I accept,” Kevin said.


  “Since I’m intruding, please let me help you,” Trenton suggested when Sebastian stood.


  “No thanks. The only time I need more hands is if Kevin is passed out.” Sebastian grabbed Kraven by the elbow and hoisted his brother up.


  “No one will want me,” Kraven muttered.


  “You didn’t lose your money, so you’re still marriageable,” Sebastian said, ignoring that Kraven probably meant when word got out Trenton was staying with them. “Everything always works out, and you’ll be better in the morning.”


  “Not after people find out—” Kraven started but slumped to the floor when Sebastian loosened his hold.


  “I guess I do need help,” Sebastian said. At least falling to the floor made Kraven shut up.


  “I’ll help,” James said at the same time as Trenton.


  James scooted his chair out from Dalia leaning over his shoulder and joined Sebastian. “You can pay us back by keeping your celebration with Father at a reasonable noise level and not passing out like this drunkard. I’m not small by any means, but you’re too tall to lug around.” James bent with Sebastian, and they carried their brother upstairs. When they reached the upper floor, Sebastian wanted to check on Ophelia, but it was smarter for her door to remain shut. The room itself was fortified with dwarven stones and wood from the forest.


  “She’s gonna leave me,” Kraven sobbed out, and Sebastian looked at James for help.


  “They will leave before anyone finds out,” James whispered. “Even if we have to make them.”


  Sebastian said nothing and held Kraven’s door open while James maneuvered their brother into the room. Safely past the threshold, Sebastian took Kraven’s arm again and gently deposited him on the bed. Kraven tucked into himself like a child and James sighed.


  “We tell Father nothing,” James said. “He got us into this mess, and he’s not dependable enough to get us out of it.”


  “How do we convince them to leave?” Sebastian asked.


  “Everyone has a free pass to be on their worst behavior. Wind up Alice as much as you want, and my mouth is shut when it comes to Pratchett or Demetrius.”


  “What if they hate us so much they try to kill us?”


  “Then we use Mother’s first suggestion,” James said. “I’m not on board with her yet because I have no idea what Trenton did with his army.”


  “They’re probably nearby or he wouldn’t have needed to ward the house,” Sebastian said.


  “I hold the same opinion,” James said. “Either way, we should go downstairs before we’re missed.” James closed Kraven’s door, and the brothers went downstairs.


  “Why weren’t they timed?” Lord Orwell asked when his sons grabbed their seats.


  “Because they’re not you,” Rebecca said. “Hurry and move, James. My wife wants Luke’s pretty sword.”


  James picked up two cards and placed a different pair in the pile. Smiling, he slid two gold coins in the middle. “You’ll have to buy it with your own money.”


  Kevin and Luke threw their cards in the pile. “I surrender for now,” Kevin said.


  Sebastian dropped two gold coins next to James’s, and Emily added in two coins too.


  Demetrius joined in, and so did Rebecca.


  “Cards is the only time you bastards are honest about how much money you have,” Pratchett said.


  “Time to see who’s bluffing,” Demetrius said, and everyone revealed their cards.


  Kevin laughed. “I knew it felt like a sucker’s bet.”


  “Shut up,” James said as Sebastian swept up the winnings.


  “The rumors are true. You are a clever boy,” Trenton said.


  “I’m not a boy, but I can see why I appear so young to someone as old as Father,” Sebastian said.


  “Clever but not well-mannered,” Feoras said quietly.


  “That is a claim you can utter after I stomp in your home uninvited in the dead of night.”


  “Sebastian,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Lay off the boy. He’s just like his father,” Dalia said.


  Sebastian froze. “Excuse me?”


  “Whip-smart with a witty mouth. That’s just like our Caspian,” Dalia said. “What are you going to spend that coin on?”


  Sebastian frowned. “That’s none of your business.”


  “Probably books,” Pratchett said as he sadly eyed Sebastian stacking the money.


  Trenton laughed. “She’s right. That sounds exactly like Caspian.”


  “I feel tired,” Sebastian said. “I’m going to bed.”


  “Coward.” Demetrius crossed his arms. “You’re afraid of losing that stash.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “I’m happy with my haul and have no plans of endangering it. Good night and enjoy the rest of Solstice,” he said while leaving.


  “Hey you, quiet fellow,” Demetrius said to Feoras. “Take his place and deal yourself in. You look like a man I can win a lot of money off of.”


   


   


  DALIA CLOSED the door of the Orwell study. “I don’t know how you pushed out so many of those shits, Cynthia. Do any of them know how to watch their fucking mouths?”


  “They act on instinct,” Cynthia said. “They know rubbish when they see it.”


  “I’m disappointed you never told your children about me,” Trenton said as he lounged on the blue couch. “I thought we were close.”


  “With the path you took, I didn’t see a way for it to end well,” Caspian said.


  “Tucking your tail between your legs always works out for you, doesn’t it?” Feoras asked.


  “We’re not the ones banished from Anerith and hiding in Larnlyon,” Cynthia said. “Lack of foresight is your greatest weakness, Keyes.”


  “I think I’m mistaken,” Trenton said. “Sebastian’s mouth is all you, Cynthia.”


  “That boy needs a beating,” Dalia said.


  Cynthia laughed. “Gods, Dalia, you probably sold your parents for money, and you think I’d take motherly advice from you?”


  “I am not here so you two can relive your rivalry,” Trenton said. “I have soldiers who need to be kept out of sight, and your forest is perfect. Talk it into letting them stay, and I’ll pay you generously.” Trenton grimaced at the faded wood. “You two obviously need the money.”


  “I have a fondness for my neck and head staying attached, so I have to decline,” Caspian said.


  “Caspian, this house is filled with hostages. Take the money while I’m still asking.”


  “I wondered when you’d start threatening my family,” Cynthia said. “You’re still the same.”


  “You’re wrong. I’m not as patient as I used to be, and you two don’t have enough goodwill to bargain with.”


  “I’m sorry,” Caspian said. “Please tell me when I came out of my home to denounce you as evil and told the Anerithian authorities where the evidence was to convict you. If I had betrayed you, you would be dead. I have plenty of goodwill left, and I’m using it to ask you to leave. This is my home, and I’ve worked hard to make it so.”


  Trenton sprang to his feet and shoved Caspian against a wall. “I wouldn’t have been in Anerith in the first place if you hadn’t convinced the others to leave me.”


  “That is not what happened,” Caspian hissed. “I saw a bad situation and wanted out. If more followed my example, it wasn’t because I told them to go but because you gave them no reason to stay.”


  “Despite not being powerful enough to deserve the position, you were Uvel’s first student, and it meant something to them.”


  Caspian rolled his eyes. “That’s why you’re angry at me. Uvel told me everything I wanted to know and kept secrets from you. That wasn’t my fault, either. All you had to do was give the old man attention and say what a smart wizard he was. I didn’t tell you to let pride burn through that bridge.”


  “I wonder if you don’t know more than you’ve said.” Trenton leaned in closer. “What if you truly did as I asked and begged Uvel when he was weak to tell you about the Heart of Light?”


  “He was dying and I gave him comfort. That’s all I did,” Caspian said.


  “It amazes me how the most selfish of us is the softest,” Dalia said.


  “Any emotion that doesn’t come at the cost of a coin amazes you, Dalia,” Cynthia said. “We didn’t want to be dragged into your schemes in the past, and we still don’t. Why can’t you leave us alone?”


  “This location and your forest’s ability to hide magic are convenient to me,” Trenton said. “That’s all you need to know.”


  “The risk to my family is too great,” Caspian said.


  “Fine,” Trenton said and released Caspian. “I’m done asking.” He reached under his robe and pulled out an amulet. It glowed briefly, and Trenton smiled. “I’ve ordered my men into the forest, and if anything looks suspicious, they’re to burn it.”


  “That would probably catch attention,” Caspian pointed out.


  “Not with my wards in place.” Trenton stretched his arms out. “You can show me to my room now.”


  CHAPTER 31


   


   


  DIANA SHOOK her mirror again and glared at Dalia. “Funny how you three arrive and all the mirrors stop working.”


  “That is a funny coincidence,” Dalia said. “You should keep shaking it just in case.”


  “Have you eaten yet?” Diana asked sweetly.


  “I’ll fix breakfast,” James said. “I have nothing else to do.” He stared out the kitchen window at the snow. “The roads will be blocked for days.”


  “At least we had warning, so there’s plenty of food,” Kraven said.


  “Yes but we weren’t expecting this much,” Kevin said. “This is a loss of two weeks.”


  Demetrius smirked. “You’re starting to look forward to spring as much as Luke.”


  “I thought that gray skin was because of incubus blood,” Dalia said. She shrugged. “Just sell a pint of his blood at market, and you should be good.”


  For the first time, Sebastian saw Luke’s eyes turn black.


  “I’ll be upstairs if you want me,” Luke growled out and left the kitchen.


  “He sure is a sensitive one,” Dalia said and continued reading her book.


  “I’m going to join him,” Kevin said. “Call me when breakfast is ready.”


  Sebastian sighed and went in search of his father. Maybe Diana would poison Dalia in his absence. Upstairs, his parents’ door was shut, and Sebastian knocked.


  “Come in,” his mother called out.


  Sebastian entered and found his parents kneeling on the floor with a map of the forest spread out. “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing that concerns you,” Lord Orwell said as he rolled up the map. “What do you want?”


  “Is Dalia in the organ business?”


  “Why do you ask?” Lady Orwell stood and went through her drawers.


  “Because she brought up selling Luke’s blood.”


  Lady Orwell sighed. “If it has a price, she will sell it.”


  Sebastian nodded. “Luke took her seriously and Kevin is calming him down.”


  “This snow is hampering our plans, but we are trying to get them out of our house,” Lady Orwell said earnestly.


  “It’s becoming harder to watch Diana when more than half of us want her to succeed,” Sebastian said.


  “Truth be told, I wish we could kill all of them too, but Trenton is vengeful and he’ll take his anger out on one of you,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Figure out a way to get rid of him before our annoyance outweighs the danger, Father. We don’t tolerate a heavy hand for long,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m starting to think we gave you too much leeway,” Lady Orwell said as she opened a decanter and filled a glass. “Try not to prove Dalia right before I have a chance to kill her.”


  “What is it between you two?” Sebastian asked. “I thought you and Diana went at each other’s throats, but you and Dalia are quite different.”


  His mother smiled. “That bitch showed me her claws and I clipped them. Now go back to your brothers and sisters before they do anything drastic,” she ordered.


   


   


  CAPTAIN PEMBROST watched his prince pace. “He’s broken the same promise before. There’s no need to be upset.”


  Prince Turren frowned at him and kept walking.


  “Have you thought that maybe Sebastian doesn’t feel the same way about you? Maybe it’s only lust.”


  “This time was different,” Turren said as he spun on his heels again. “He meant it.”


  “You said that the last time.”


  “There is no reason to remind me of what I said. I was there, Pembrost.”


  “Aiming your anger at me does not change the hard truth.”


  “I will find out why Sebastian hasn’t contacted me, and then I will make conclusions,” Turren said and stopped pacing. “I couldn’t have made myself clearer about how I felt.”


  “He’s a strange lad. Maybe he needs time.”


  “I gave him that,” Turren said quietly. “This is his answer.”


  “An answer to what?” Pembrost inquired.


  “I know you are concerned about my welfare, but please may I be alone?”


  Pembrost stood and bowed to his prince. “Of course, Your Highness. I’m sorry for disturbing you.” When he was outside the door, Pembrost leaned against it and sighed. “I should never have encouraged those two.”


   


   


  CAPTAIN PEMBROST waited next to Frederick in the king and queen’s warded bedroom.


  “Have you noticed Turren acting strangely?” Queen Anne asked.


  “Yes, but it’s the usual.” Captain Pembrost shrugged. “He’s upset about the Orwell boy again.”


  “I thought you reported that Sebastian seemed more open to Turren’s advances,” the king said.


  “That’s what I thought too, but Sebastian didn’t communicate with him on the night of Solstice like he promised. Turren was hurt by his insensitivity.”


  Frederick frowned. “Has Turren tried contacting Sebastian?”


  “Sebastian was adamant about doing it, and Turren is trying to respect his wishes,” Pembrost said.


  “Persuade Turren to try anyway and report if Sebastian responds,” Frederick said.


  Pembrost looked at the wizard. “What is going on?”


  King Harris sat forward. “If I tell you a very sensitive piece of information, you cannot reveal it to Turren. Under that circumstance, you will be included.”


  It wasn’t easy to keep secrets from his charge, but he could do nothing to protect Turren if he remained ignorant. “This stays between us,” Pembrost said.


  “I sometimes communicate with Ophelia, and we had agreed to message each other during Solstice,” Frederick said. “On that night, I received no correspondence and have been unable to open a connection. The fact that Turren can’t reach Sebastian either is troubling.”


  “Is it possible the forest is interfering with the connection?” Pembrost asked.


  “It’s never been a problem before,” Frederick said. “There is another thing we haven’t told you. That is the reason we’re worried.”


  “What other thing?”


  “The information about Trenton hiding in Larnlyon,” Queen Anne said. “We received it from Sebastian. He scryed it with the help of Margaret and Harold.”


  Pembrost’s chest tightened. “That information came just a few days before Solstice.”


  “We don’t think it’s a coincidence, and we’re sending a party to check on the Orwells,” Queen Anne said.


  “Gods, if anything happens to Sebastian, Turren will never forgive himself. Why did you let him do it?”


  Harris laughed. “Run that sentence through your head again. Sebastian made it known that not even Harold could stop him, and our interference could have tipped off Trenton. It was a solid plan, so Trenton shouldn’t have any idea who the wizards responsible were. Not with a few Orwells carrying the same crystals Margaret used across the country.”


  Pembrost closed his eyes. “And I have to carry this knowledge around Turren. He’ll never trust me again if he finds out.”


  “We’re only keeping him in the dark until we know for sure that something happened.” Harris glanced at his wife. “We don’t want him being rash.”


  Queen Anne frowned. “Why are you looking at me?”


  Harris looked away. “No reason.”


  “I was not rash,” Anne said.


  “I didn’t say anything,” Harris said.


  Anne turned to the court wizard. “Frederick, why is your cousin still breathing?”


  “Because you saved his ass countless times,” Frederick answered.


  “Rash decisions end with the client dying.” Anne patted Harris’s stomach. “And he’s so damn healthy, he’s growing a gut.”


  “This is not a gut!”


  “So you say, husband, so you say.”


   


   


  “YOU HAVE your orders, Lieutenant Adams and Sergeant Hooper,” Captain Pembrost said. “Any questions?”


  Adams raised his hand. “I have two.”


  Pembrost nodded at him to go on.


  “Am I going to get in trouble with the king, and where is Hooper?”


  “She’s taking a sabbatical.” Hooper’s face melted into the queen’s. “How did you know it was me?”


  “Hooper is right handed, your sword is on the wrong side, and you tap your forefinger on your sword hilt when you’re excited,” Adams said.


  Queen Anne grinned. “You’re right, Pembrost. He’s nosier than a sprite and perfect for the job.”


  Adams sighed. “It’s just a healthy curiosity I have about people.”


  “Well, I need it to sniff out what’s happening at the Orwell household.”


  “I get to see the troublesome lad again?”


  “If nothing is wrong, yes,” Pembrost said.


  “And if we do find him?”


  “We’re dragging him back here so we can keep him under protection,” Queen Anne said.


  Adams smiled. “I’ll enjoy that a lot, Your Majesty.”


  “Does that boy annoy everyone?” Pembrost shook his head.


  CHAPTER 32


   


   


  LUKE STARED out the window with his face pressed against the glass. “Yeah, they’re in the neighboring woods and trying to stay out of sight. No cook fires, and no tents unless they’re warded.”


  “I hope they spread out farther and make our job easier,” Sebastian said.


  “Why are they clumped together like that?” Emily asked.


  “The forest knows Father’s emotions and is responding in kind. He won’t have to utter a word for it to kill Trenton’s people,” Diana said.


  “You’re really going through with this?” Kevin asked Sebastian. “What if Trenton has the Heart of Light stored on the other side of our land? What if it’s on him?”


  “It’s not on him,” Ophelia said. Everyone turned to look at the woman who was supposed to be barricaded in her room.


  “It’s not a good idea for you to be out here,” Sebastian said.


  “Sebastian, I love my nieces and nephews, but I need time away from them or I’ll go insane.”


  “We don’t know how long Trenton and his lackeys will be gone,” Kevin said. “You’ll have to put up with them a little longer. Where’s Mernon?”


  “He disappeared when Trenton left,” Ophelia said.


  Kevin frowned. “I wonder what that’s about.”


  “Never mind that,” Ophelia said. “What you’re looking for is in that direction.” She pointed to the area where Luke had seen the most soldiers.


  “That won’t be a problem at all.” Diana rolled her eyes. “We might as well give up.”


  Demetrius walked into the kitchen and looked at everyone gathered together. “Are you guys up to something?”


  “No,” Kevin said. “We’re discussing what’s to eat for breakfast.”


  “I guess I can’t be included in your plotting, huh? That’s too bad, because I saw Father leading Dalia and Feoras back to the house.”


  “Damn that imbecile,” Diana said. “Kevin, take Ophelia back upstairs and be quick about it. Sebastian, grab one of the chairs I brought with me and hold it in front of you.” Diana picked up a chair while she talked and motioned for Sebastian to follow her out of the kitchen. The door opened as Diana stepped in front of it. Dalia walked into Sebastian’s chair, and both of them became entangled. Sebastian pulled at it so they lost their balance and fell. Diana missed Feoras, but he had to jump outside to avoid running into her. “Great timing, Father, as usual,” she said while helping Sebastian up. Dalia glared at Diana and stood on her own.


  “What are you doing?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “Putting these chairs back on the wagon. We only eat as a family on Solstice, and there’s no reason I should let them be broken while we’re snowed in,” Diana said.


  “Your chairs are perfectly fine at the house.”


  Diana looked at their father’s companions. “I doubt it. Excuse us, but these chairs are heavy.” She shoved through the intruders and their father and Sebastian followed.


  When they reached the back of Diana’s wagon and were out of sight of the others, Diana put her chair down. “Now is a good time to confess that you have more magic than you said.”


  Sebastian placed his chair beside hers. “If I do?”


  “The forest’s roots reach under the house. I want you to talk to them and ask if there are any poisonous plants nearby. A plant with vines that can tap into the water.”


  “How do you know I talk to nature?” Sebastian asked.


  Diana rolled her eyes. “One of the most powerful wizards takes you under his wing without Father making a fuss about it? And said wizard works with earth magic? I’m not an idiot, and I’ve seen the forest protect you before. It’s attracted to your magic. Now do as I say before we’re noticed.”


  Sebastian frowned and concentrated on the ground. Strands of roots led under the house, and he silently greeted them. They were joyful to hear from him, and their happiness overwhelmed Sebastian. He shook his head to clear it and begged the plants to calm down. Sebastian imagined the book of poisons his mother had made him memorize and asked the plants if anything looked familiar. Pages went by in his head, and then the plants grew louder in his mind again as a farer’s lotus formed in his memory. They were nasty buggers that could trick other plants into producing the same poison that they made. It will be perfect for poisoning people slowly enough not to notice the effects, Sebastian thought as he contemplated cold-blooded murder.


  Diana touched his shoulder gently. “Whatever we do is survival. They’ve tried to kill you twice, and they’ve forced themselves into our home.”


  Sebastian nodded and told the plants to find spores of the farer’s lotus and spread them near water sources. “What about Father?”


  Diana snorted. “He’s probably taking twice as many antidote potions since Trenton got here. I’ll also cook his food in case he’s not protected against it. What did you find?”


  “Farer’s Lotus,” Sebastian whispered.


  Diana whistled. “Mother would be proud.”


  “I could live without that,” Sebastian said.


  “Living is our first priority.”


   


   


  SEBASTIAN LADLED out a bowl of chicken stew, and Lord Orwell looked at it suspiciously.


  “Why are you cooking without me commanding you to do it?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “It’s a cold day, and I felt like it. Eat it or choke on it, I don’t care,” Sebastian said.


  “I was going to compliment you for being thoughtful.” Lord Orwell snatched the bowl and took it with him to the table. He sniffed it and almost dipped his nose in it trying to find any faults.


  Sebastian shook his head. “There’s an easier way to shove it up your nose, and I know at least half the family would be willing to help.”


  Lord Orwell ignored his son and began eating.


  Sebastian turned his back on him and smiled. Diana was right about sautéing the herbs in truffle oil killing the smell, he thought.


  “That smells delicious,” Trenton said over Sebastian’s shoulder.


  “I’m not a castle cook. I cook for family only, and if you want stew, you can hunt your own ingredients,” Sebastian said.


  “That’s not a kind way to treat people,” Trenton said.


  “We don’t know when the roads will clear, so supplies are precious. I also like my personal space.” A surge of magic made his skin crawl, but Sebastian pretended to be ignorant like anyone else without magic.


  “Sebastian, just give him a damn bowl,” his father growled.


  “Two silvers,” Sebastian said. “That will cover the cost.” Trenton’s power was almost like a physical wall pressing against him because of the wizard’s anger.


  “I remembered a thing I have to deal with outside.” Trenton stepped away from Sebastian and walked to Lord Orwell. “You really should speak with your son about manners, or I might.” He left the kitchen and Sebastian leaned against the stove.


  Lord Orwell shoved his chair back and stalked to his son, grabbing him by the front of the cloak when they were face to face. “Have you lost your mind? Do you have any idea how close he was to killing you?”


  Sebastian smacked his father’s hand away. “Just eat the damn stew. I won’t antagonize him again.”


  Lord Orwell looked at the bowl and then at his son. “What did you do?”


  “What I had to,” Sebastian said, a tremor betraying the tears falling inside his hood. Trenton might deserve to die, but Sebastian didn’t know if any of Trenton’s soldiers deserved the same fate.


  “I will get to the bottom of this,” Lord Orwell promised and left the kitchen.


   


   


  INSTEAD OF the kitchen, this time the Orwells watched the activity outside from Pratchett’s window. It had a better view of the stream of men and women dressed in no apparent uniforms.


  “Probably mercs,” Alice said. “They look skillful.”


  “I heard at the inn that Trenton made off with a chunk of the Anerithian treasury. It appears those rumors were true,” James said.


  “Even if they’re paid, mercs don’t like twiddling their thumbs,” Kevin said.


  “If they know Trenton has the Heart of Light, that would be a strong reason to stay by him after the disaster in Anerith,” Sebastian said. “The poison should take effect by tonight. It will be our best chance to steal it.”


  “It won’t be you,” Kevin said.


  “It’s my damn plan,” Sebastian said. “No one will notice my hood up in this weather.” Snow came down heavily most of the day, and visibility was poor for anyone without fey eyesight.


  “We voted that you take part in plan B,” Alice said.


  “I don’t recall a vote,” Sebastian growled.


  “Had to take one after Father accused us of hiding things,” Kevin said. “Surprisingly, he seemed extra curious after he saw you this morning. Any idea why?”


  “No,” Sebastian muttered.


  “That’s why you weren’t included,” James said.


  “Who’s going to do it?” Sebastian asked.


  “The sneakiest among us,” James said. “Pratchett and Mernon.”


  Sebastian frowned. “I haven’t seen Mernon for days.”


  “He’s keeping out of sight for reasons, and the fact you had no idea he’s been here the whole time makes him perfect,” Alice said, smiling.


  “Are you two hiding something?” Sebastian asked.


  Alice rolled her eyes. “Don’t bring up nonsense.”


  “Actually, I was wondering that myself,” Kevin said.


  “Focus on the job at hand,” Alice said sternly. “We have one shot at this, and none of you are going to fuck up with my husband’s life at stake, do you understand me?”


  James held his hand up. “The powerful talisman surrounded by an army first, and then we bug Alice about her secrets. We have to be a working team right now, so squash any hard feelings until after tonight.”


  “What the hell is plan B?” Sebastian asked.


  “We need insurance in case Mernon and Pratchett fuck up,” Kevin said. “You sneak out and head to your prince. Tell him whatever you have to for him to send an army of wizards our way.”


  Sebastian’s jaw dropped. “How am I supposed to get past Trenton’s army?”


  “Ophelia will tweak your cloak with a few extras. Luckily it’s already magicked, so we won’t alert Trenton by throwing strong spells at it,” James said.


  “I’m not a child,” Sebastian said. “Stop protecting me while you do the dangerous work.”


  James jabbed his finger in Sebastian’s chest. “Who else is capable of convincing a prince to send numerous mages to stop Trenton? None of us are sleeping with him, and frankly, we’re all too bitchy for anyone to give a damn about besides our spouses. It’s you or nothing, so take your head out of your ass.”


  “This is dumb,” Sebastian said. “Anyone sounding an alarm about Trenton would hold the king’s ear.”


  “Maybe in a day or two, but Prince Turren will drop everything the moment you arrive in his arms crying, and you better be crying, about your beloved family being in imminent danger. Stress imminent,” Kevin said. “Princes are arrogant bastards who love heroic shit like that.”


  Alice snorted. “They’re like ten Richards wrapped in one royal package.”


  Sebastian sighed. “Cecilia was the smart sibling by deciding to stay at her home. Did anyone talk to her before the wards went up?”


  Kevin drew breath through his teeth. “She was about to pop the last time Kraven talked to her.”


  Alice groaned. “If we miss her childbirth, we will never hear the end of it.”


  James mirrored Sebastian’s sigh. “I want to see my wife.”


  “Stop whining. She has months before her baby joins us,” Alice said.


  “This is why you have no friends,” James said.


  “Why do I need friends when I’m surrounded by so much family?” Alice asked bitterly.


  “Cheer up, sis,” Sebastian said as he touched the end of Alice’s nose. “You won’t have to put up with us anymore if we get killed.”


  “You are a morbid bastard,” Alice said.


  Sebastian shrugged. “Making fun of our situation is better than confronting the enormity of what’s at stake if we fail.”


  James smiled. “Richard would be proud.”


  “Those are words I never wanted to hear in my lifetime,” Kevin said.


  CHAPTER 33


   


   


  CLIMBING OUT Ophelia’s window is turning into a habit, Sebastian thought. Shadows touched the house and stretched out to the forest as he snuck out. Blood magic enclosed his cloak so the soldiers wouldn’t see him. At dark, Pratchett and Mernon would make their move. Sebastian wasn’t a praying man, but that day, he sent out wishes for his family to be safe. They drive me crazy, but I can’t imagine life without them.


  Sebastian’s cloak blended with whatever he passed, making him look like part of the property. As soon as his boots touched the ground, Sebastian sprinted for the parked wagons while staying close to the house’s walls. Ducking behind Alice’s wagon, Sebastian waited to hear any sounds. A merc stopped next to it and leaned on the side door. She reached into her pocket and took out a handkerchief to mop a sweaty brow. Sebastian frowned. The poison shouldn’t be at that stage yet. As her back turned, Sebastian took a deep breath and ran for the trees. There he would rely on his cloak’s innate power to blend with its surroundings. He looked back at the house, but the rest was up to his siblings.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN DUCKED behind another tree and cursed every god he could think of. Soldiers were on high alert everywhere, and he had no idea why. He was still a ways from Trellium, and the way would be even slower if he couldn’t get past Trenton’s people. The path had been clear for a mile, and then pursuit came out of nowhere. Why did their plan go bad so quickly? Who knew what tortures his family was enduring? I have to make it to Turren. Brush rustled on his right, and Sebastian dove to the ground. A lone man bleeding from an arrow in his chest collapsed onto a pile of leaves. Sebastian stayed on the ground for a minute, contemplating whether or not it was a performance. The man hadn’t moved since he fell, so Sebastian decided it wasn’t a farce. He cautiously crawled to the man and wondered at his ability to attract wounded people. Sebastian poked the man’s shoulder, and the man groaned, muttering gibberish and ancient Anerithian. Sebastian leaned forward, and he could decipher a few words. He caught something about the Heart of Light and brotherhood.


  “What nonsense are you going on about?” Sebastian whispered. The man stirred and turned on his side. He squinted and tried to sit up.


  “Why… are you… hooded?” the man wheezed out.


  “That’s the least of your worries, Mister. You need help, and we’re not in the best place right now.”


  “You’re the strange Orwell boy.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes. “I do have a name.”


  “They say you never take off your—” A crackling cough interrupted him.


  “You should stop speaking,” Sebastian advised. “I’ll do what I can, but you have to stay quiet.” The man was beyond his magic, and the nearest medic was probably among Trenton’s soldiers.


  “I bet you’re beautiful.” The wounded man grinned, and Sebastian stilled. “You’re probably more beautiful than any other man living.”


  Sebastian sat on his heels, preparing to abandon the man if he did anything funny even in his bad condition. “Why would you say that?”


  “Because your heart is pure and that robe.” The stranger closed his eyes and sighed. “If I looked upon you, I would die instantly from shock.”


  “How do you know?” Sebastian asked, tiring of the man’s riddles.


  “I can’t… it’s hard to breathe… I… please come closer.”


  If it wasn’t for the tears trailing down the man’s cheeks, Sebastian would have ignored the request. But the man wasn’t going to survive, and there might be family who needed to be informed of his passing. Sebastian bent down, but clutched a knife under his cloak. “If you have any loved ones, I suggest you tell me their names.”


  “Love, purest love,” the man gasped out, and something clicked around Sebastian’s neck. Sebastian leaped back and touched his neck. A necklace hung from it with a large dangling clear stone. He looked back at the man, but his eyes were closed forever.


  “This had better not be what I think it is,” Sebastian whispered. The man shouldn’t have been able to touch Sebastian let alone put jewelry on him. He searched for the clasp but only smooth metal met his fingers. “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.” Sebastian took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind. It’s just a coincidence, he thought. Maybe he wasn’t being chased by Trenton’s mercs. Maybe it had nothing to do with the fucking necklace that’s around my fucking neck and not coming off. Sebastian bit down on his knuckle and sucked on the skin. Calm down, Sebastian, think, think. The plan. His brother and Mernon were sneaking into Trenton’s camp for an object that was no longer there. Not only that, they had no idea security would be increased because of the theft. Trellium or back home? Sebastian thought. Remembering the power Trenton displayed when angry, Sebastian turned back toward home.


   


   


  PRATCHETT LOOKED down at the merc puking his guts out on the ground.


  “Leave it,” Mernon whispered behind him.


  “What are you talking about?” Pratchett asked.


  “You want to take his coin. Leave it and keep moving. The poison has hit the final stages far too quickly.”


  Pratchett rolled his eyes. “He’s gonna be dead by the hour, so what’s he need it for?”


  Mernon stilled. “Shut up.”


  “If you think being Alice’s husband gives you the right to—” Pratchett stopped speaking after turning around and finding Mernon gone. “Where did you go?” He turned and slammed to the ground when an invisible force hit his back. Shiny leather boots came into view, and Pratchett glanced up into the face of Trenton Keyes. At least he didn’t catch me rifling through his man’s pockets, Pratchett thought before a boot came down on his head.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN PULLED aside Ophelia’s curtains and jumped through the window. Demetrius held a tumbler of liquor at his mouth, and Kevin stopped speaking.


  “Why are you here?” James asked.


  Sebastian waved at him to stop speaking and clutched his knees as he regained his breath after running the whole way. “Don’t send out Pratchett and Mernon.”


  Ophelia’s eyes lit up, and she clasped her hand over her mouth. “It’s too late.”


  “What are you talking about?” Kevin asked. “Why did you come back?”


  Sebastian opened his mouth to answer, but feet stepping on the windowsill distracted him, and he had to move out of Mernon’s way.


  “Where’s Pratchett?” Demetrius asked.


  “He was captured,” Mernon said. He turned to Sebastian. “Please tell me you ran into a band of incredibly strong wizards on the way to Trellium and that’s why you came back.”


  “No,” Sebastian said.


  “Then why did you return?” James shouted.


  “I’m trying to tell you!” Sebastian cried out. “The Heart of Light was already stolen.”


  “Did you steal it after we agreed you were supposed to go for help?” Demetrius asked.


  “No, but there’s a funny story behind that. I need to get to Father.”


  The door opened, and Diana came inside. “There’s a huge burst of power coming our way and whoever it is, is pissed.”


  “That would be Trenton,” Mernon said.


  Diana looked around the room. “Did he get taken?”


  “Yes,” Mernon said.


  “Ophelia, stay here and bar the door. We’ll think of a way to free ourselves from this mess.” She hurried out of the room, and the Orwell siblings followed her.


  Sebastian was at the end of the line and pulled on Kevin’s shoulder.


  “You should go to Ophelia’s room too,” Kevin said without looking back.


  “No, I have something important to tell you.” They reached the end of the stairs and found their parents walking toward them.


  “What have you done?” Lord Orwell shouted.


  “There isn’t time for that,” Diana said. “He has Pratchett.”


  “Why would he have Pratchett?” their mother asked, her face turning pale.


  Before Diana could answer, the front door exploded and Trenton stood in the doorway, Pratchett’s collar dangling from his hand.


  “Did you lose something, Caspian?” Trenton asked as he walked through pieces of the wrecked door and dragged Pratchett with him.


  “Whatever they did, I will fix it,” Lord Orwell swore. “Please don’t kill him.”


  “A quarter of my army is gone, and I had to spend crucial minutes making antidotes to save the rest of them. Can you replace those numbers within a night?”


  Lord Orwell looked at his children and shook his head. “I’ll find a way to make it right.”


  “Where is it, Caspian?” Trenton asked.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lord Orwell said.


  “For once in your sorry life, I think you’re telling the truth.” Trenton turned to Diana and jerked the bruised and bleeding Pratchett. “You don’t look as confused as your father. Give me the amulet, and the rest of your family might live. No promises for this one, though,” he said while glancing at Pratchett.


  “We don’t have it,” James said, stepping next to Diana.


  Trenton smiled. “That’s too bad.” His hand glowed red, and Lord Orwell shouted for him to stop.


  As the red glow neared Pratchett’s face, Sebastian knew their father’s magic wouldn’t be enough to save Pratchett. He summoned as much magic as he could, begging the house, and the roots leading to the forest, to do his bidding. Thick tree roots and vines broke through the floor and encircled Trenton.


  “Sebastian, no!” Lord Orwell ran to his son while the astonished Orwells stepped back.


  The red glow dimmed for a moment but flared back to life as it burned through the plant’s shackles. It wouldn’t hold the wizard for long, and Sebastian sent out a small vine to retreat with a name screaming in his mind: Harold. He had never sent out anything that far, but it was their only chance.


  The last of the vines disintegrated just as Dalia and Feoras ran in through the hole left by Trenton. Trenton turned and faced Sebastian. “An elemental. I won’t bother feigning surprise that your parents lied about another thing.”


  A colorless orb that distorted the air around itself appeared in Trenton’s hand and flew at Sebastian. Sebastian couldn’t avoid it because of its size, and it slammed into him, sending him flying into the fireplace. Trenton was soon upon him and shaking him with rage.


  “What monstrosity are you that no one can gaze upon your face? Huh? Speak up!” Trenton shook Sebastian harder. “Tell me what pathetic creature did Caspian and his wife bear that mercy would have been killing you at birth. You will wish they had performed their duty when you were a babe before I’m done with you.”


  Lord Orwell jumped on Trenton’s back, and Lady Orwell pulled on Trenton’s arm. Trenton flicked his hand and sent them into their children. Bending down, Trenton yanked Sebastian’s hood off and froze.


  Sebastian was in too much pain to hide his face. His back and head had hit the brick, and the light hurt his eyes. Trenton reached for him, and Sebastian pulled away, whimpering in pain as broken ribs caught his attention.


  “Shhh,” Trenton whispered, and he raised his hand again.


  Sebastian closed his eyes, but an attack didn’t come. Instead the pain disappeared, and he opened his eyes to see Trenton healing him.


  Trenton took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped away soot and blood that Sebastian hadn’t known was on his face. He stood up and backed away. “Much better.”


  Dalia joined Trenton and gazed down at Sebastian. “How the fuck did that ugly bastard make that?”


  “Magic, probably used Cynthia’s fey blood to do most of the work. My, what a pretty trinket you’ve found,” Trenton said while looking at Sebastian’s neck.


  “I didn’t take it,” Sebastian said. “A dying man put it on me without any warning.”


  Trenton smiled. “He probably figured out what was under your hood and gave it to you as was his duty.”


  Sebastian frowned. “Who was he?”


  “A cult member who had tasked himself with protecting the stone. Every powerful item has to have one.”


  “Trenton, please,” Lord Orwell said, carefully making his way to the wizard’s side. “Please don’t take him.”


  “A great many things are clicking into place, Caspian. Who would have guessed that all your deceptions were to protect your son? I never would have called you a noble man,” Trenton said.


  “Please,” Lady Orwell begged too.


  “Summon the rest of your family downstairs,” Trenton commanded.


  “Trenton!” Lord Orwell cried.


  “You have a reprieve. Take it or I begin killing one after another until you obey me.”


  “He can’t give you what you want.”


  Trenton sighed. “No wonder you went to so many lengths to destroy most of the manuscripts. One little line relating to a magic-blessed, and I would have figured out your secret.” He stared at Sebastian. “A soul so pure its beauty bleeds to skin and bone. Of course the necklace locked around your neck.”


  “What’s he talking about, Father?” Diana asked.


  “A being molded by magic,” Lady Orwell whispered. “Magic by its nature isn’t subtle, and it’s like a child making a person. It goes for a lot of indulgence without thinking about consequences. And neither are you, Trenton. The Heart of Light won’t work at your will no matter what you do.”


  “That’s obvious, Cynthia, but there are ways around that,” Trenton said.


  Sebastian stood up and sidled to his siblings without anyone stopping him. “Why is everyone discussing my leaving? I’ll give you the damn amulet if it will come off.”


  “You’re delightful,” Trenton said. “Unfortunately, the necklace won’t come off without extreme actions, and then I would have to find another magic-blessed. Waiting half a millennia for another one to be born is a very long time, even by wizard standards.”


  “How are you going to harness its magic?” Sebastian asked.


  “By a marriage ceremony close to what demons have,” Ophelia said.


  Everyone turned and saw the rest of the Orwell clan.


  Trenton smiled. “I’m happy the seer sees wisdom in following my directions.”


  “You should have stayed upstairs,” Diana said angrily.


  Ophelia pointed to Dalia. “She has a dragon-bone saw.”


  “If I don’t have an opportunity to kill you, remind me to send a message to a dragon territory about your macabre collection,” Lady Orwell said. “Watching you burn alive would give me great pleasure.”


  “You two have a lovely chat,” Trenton said. “I’m going to round up my soldiers and prepare to travel. My people will pack your clothes and any supplies they deem necessary.” He walked out of the house, and stronger wards than before slammed into place inside the room.


  “We have a wedding to prepare for, so we’ll take our leave,” Dalia said as she walked through the wards without a problem and Feoras close on her heels.


  “Fuck him and Ophelia’s vision. If I die, that bastard is coming with me,” Sebastian promised.


  “I have an idea why everything became a clusterfuck, so show of hands, who poisoned Trenton’s soldiers?” Lord Orwell asked.


  First Sebastian’s and then Lady Orwell’s hand went up.


  “What kind of poison did you two use?”


  “Farer’s Lotus,” they said at the same time.


  Lord Orwell cradled his face in the palm of his hand. “I told all of you not to do anything.”


  “No wonder they were puking left and right.” Pratchett groaned. “Too bad I didn’t get healed too.”


  “Quit your whining,” Alice said. “I have salve in my pocket.”


  “That’s easy for you to say,” Pratchett said.


  “Where is he taking us?” Mernon asked, two children in his arms blocking his face.


  “Anerith,” Lord Orwell said. “He’ll need a high priest there who’ll know how to bind him and Sebastian.”


  Sebastian looked at his father. “You’ve known what I was this whole time?”


  Lord Orwell glanced at his wife. “Let’s just say if enough bloodlines mix, something weird eventually comes out of it. It’s the entire reason the fey agreed to the Refuge Laws. You’re somewhat of a final product they’ve anticipated for millennia.”


  Lady Orwell clenched her hands by her sides. “That’s part of the reason we forced the hoods on you.”


  “Father, you knew Trenton was the one Ophelia’s vision spoke of, didn’t you?” Kevin asked. “Maybe if you had said something, we wouldn’t have poisoned them on our own.”


  Lord Orwell rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “You lot are convinced I always have a scheme up my sleeve, but when I cowered to Trenton with little protest, then you decide to take my motives at face value?”


  “What does that mean?” Diana asked.


  “There was no reason to poison anything, because all you had to do was wait a week.”


  “What grand spell was going to take care of all our problems?” Lady Orwell asked.


  “There was no spell,” Lord Orwell said. “All we had to do was wait for the creeping leech ivy to take effect.”


  “That stuff matures after years, Father,” James said. “How would you have enough to take out an army in a week?”


  “Because it’s been there propagating for five years,” Lord Orwell muttered.


  Sebastian frowned. “Isn’t that a highly illegal plant with a burn-on-sight warning?”


  James sighed heavily. “Yes, yes it is.”


  “What would you do if the castle authorities found out?” Diana asked.


  Lord Orwell shrugged. “It’s a magical forest. I can’t help it if it picks up weird things, and I’m not allowed to disturb its fauna or flora.”


  “That doesn’t explain why you didn’t tell Mother. If she was aware of that damn ivy, then we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Alice pointed out while she dabbed at Pratchett’s cuts.


  “I suspect it’s because he didn’t want to tell me how much gold he spent on it. Even a small bit is worth a king’s ransom.” Lady Orwell shook her head. “You are too smug for your own good.”


  “Did you get a message to Turren before you headed back?” James asked Sebastian.


  “No, but I sent a vine to Harold. He still has a plant I gave him, so it can hone in on that.”


  “That could be the only thing working in our favor,” Lord Orwell said.


  “Does the ceremony he wants to perform have to be consummated physically?” Sebastian asked quietly.


  Lady Orwell brought her son close for a rare hug. “I don’t care what we have to do to stop him, but we will find a way to beat Ophelia’s vision.”


  “I’m sorry,” Ophelia whispered. “His stupid wards are clouding my Sight, and I don’t know what will be helpful.”


  Diana hugged her sister and kissed her head. “It’s all right. None of this is your fault. Father holds full blame.”


  “If I get us out of this situation, I want an apology,” Lord Orwell said.


  “If you succeed, I’ll stop drugging you for a year.”


  Lord Orwell shook his head. “Sadly, that’s probably the nicest gesture you’re capable of.”


  CHAPTER 34


   


   


  SEBASTIAN SAT in a covered wagon on the opposite side of Trenton. The rest of his family rode horses in clusters surrounded by Trenton’s army.


  “I never contemplated marriage before, but a magic-blessed certainly makes things easier. It won’t be long before your aging ends, and you’ll grow even more beautiful. I am a lucky man,” Trenton said.


  “I don’t consider myself lucky.”


  “If we arrive in Anerith with as many of your family as we left with, then you’re rich with luck.”


  “Threatening me doesn’t make my situation feel better,” Sebastian said.


  Trenton crossed to Sebastian’s side and made himself comfortable while Sebastian moved to the window. “My power and your fey blood means we will be together for a long time. It’s in both our interests to reach a truce.”


  “Release my family,” Sebastian said.


  “A member at a time and after you’ve gained my trust.” Trenton slid closer to Sebastian. He touched Sebastian’s chin, and Sebastian pulled away. “As with any hostage negotiation, I assume you’ll want the children released first?”


  Sebastian swallowed and faced Trenton, allowing the man to cup his chin. Trenton leaned forward and kissed him. At first it was just on the lips and Sebastian thought he could tolerate it, but Trenton got greedy and pushed his tongue inside. He clenched his hands so he wouldn’t attack Trenton but stiffened when the kiss deepened and hands moved to his hips.


  Trenton broke away and smiled. “Even when your eyes glow red with anger, you are stunning.” He sighed. “It’s fitting that we’re going to Anerith. Once the amulet is obedient to me, I’ll finish what I started there. Then I can use Anerith’s armies and the amulet to take Larnlyon.”


  “You sound like you have everything planned out,” Sebastian said. The moment I have an opening, I’m putting a knife in your throat.


   


   


  KING HARRIS looked down on Captain Pembrost and rubbed his temple. “Go ahead and report what I already know.”


  “We lost track of the two scouts we sent to the Orwell house,” Captain Pembrost said.


  “And the other bad news, Captain. I’m expecting it because I can’t find Anne anywhere.”


  Captain Pembrost bit his lip. “Queen Anne used a glamor and disguised herself as the sergeant assigned to be one of the scouts. We’re still able to track her, and it appears she’s headed to Anerith.”


  “You work for both of us, Captain, but you always fail to include me in these discussions.”


  “The queen has better threats,” Pembrost muttered.


  “At this moment, I’m sure I can be far more creative than her,” Harris said ominously.


  Frederick burst in the throne room and then slammed the doors shut behind him. “I have bad tidings, cousin.”


  “Can you outdo the captain telling me Anne is missing?” King Harris asked.


  “Harold Bast just informed me about a large puzzle piece we couldn’t figure out about the Heart of Light,” Frederick said.


  Harris frowned. “That’s actually good news.”


  Frederick shook his head. “No, it’s horrible news if Trenton is holding all the Orwells.”


  “I’m confused,” Captain Pembrost said.


  The wizard turned to the captain. “When you came upon Turren and Sebastian in the woods, did you see Sebastian’s face?”


  The captain hesitated and looked at his king.


  “Answer the question,” Harris ordered.


  “Yes,” Pembrost said.


  “Beautiful beyond anything you’ve ever imagined, glowy skin?”


  “Yes,” Pembrost said.


  “I wouldn’t have expected that,” Harris said. “Why would he cover himself?”


  “Because Sebastian is magic-blessed,” Frederick said breathlessly. “If you had told me what he looked like, I could have figured out all of this.”


  “I don’t know what a magic-blessed is, so how would I know?” Pembrost asked.


  “You two, calm down.” Harris addressed Frederick, “Aren’t magic-blessed pure souls molded by magic?”


  “Yes,” Frederick said. “That’s the problem. I am almost certain that the Heart of Light would react to his magic.”


  Harris stood. “Send a message to Anerith. We’re taking a contingent with us.” He pointed to Pembrost. “You have the duty of updating Turren.”


  “I said tidings,” Frederick broke in. “When Sebastian was a boy, Ophelia had a vision that if he married a person who did not truly love him, he would die horribly. His cloak was protection to keep it from happening.”


  “That isn’t a problem because I know Turren’s feelings are sincere,” Harris said.


  “It is a problem because a way to harness a wizard’s power is by a marriage ceremony,” Frederick explained.


  Harris’s shoulders sagged. “You actually brought me worse news than Pembrost. My orders are the same, but you are a depressing man.”


  “Do I have to tell Turren all of that?” Pembrost asked.


  “Yes!” Harris said. “Next time you will choose wiser which of us you serve.”


   


   


  “HOW KIND of Trenton to let his new puppy run,” Kevin said as he rode beside Sebastian.


  “If he puts out a water dish, I can’t guarantee my behavior will be civil,” Sebastian said.


  “Has he done anything to you in the carriage?”


  “Nothing that soap in my mouth won’t take care of,” Sebastian said.


  “Did he…?”


  It took Sebastian a moment to figure out what his brother hinted at and shuddered. “Kissing, only kissing. Gods, I don’t want to think about that.”


  “Making any move against your will is enough to warrant what he’s got coming,” Kevin said.


  “You guys have a plan for getting the children out of the way?” Sebastian asked.


  “We’re working on it,” Kevin said. “We’ll be in Anerith soon.”


  “At least I have my cloak back. He doesn’t want anyone else to look at me.”


  “Maybe that prince of yours is worth more than his blood and he’ll come,” Kevin said.


  Sebastian rolled the ring in his hand that had been inside the lining of his cloak. “I hope so too.”


  Feoras trotted to their side and grabbed Sebastian’s reins. “You’re wanted back in the carriage, Sir Orwell.”


  “Eager to get his filthy hands back on my brother?” Kevin growled.


  “I have it on good authority that you’re fondest of the seer,” Feoras said. “She doesn’t have to ride a horse. Walking with her hands tied in front of her can be done.”


  Sebastian climbed off his horse and smiled at Feoras. “If you touch my sister, I will use your body as fertilizer and watch as the earth consumes you vine by vine.”


  “That’s an ugly mind to go with such a pretty surface,” Feoras said.


  “I pray to every god that you’ll find out how ugly,” Sebastian said. “Lead the way, errand dog.” He felt Kevin’s stare on his back, but his brother made no move.


  “You would make a good husband for the boss,” Feoras said. “Strong and vicious.”


  Sebastian ignored him as they walked to Trenton’s carriage. Feoras held the door open for him. Sebastian stepped inside and made for the opposite bench when Trenton cleared his throat.


  “Beside me,” Trenton said.


  Sebastian glared at the wizard but obeyed him.


  “Ah,” Trenton said before Sebastian sat down. “Sit next to the window.”


  “Why does it matter?” Sebastian asked through gritted teeth.


  “Something has come up. You’ll see in a moment.”


  Trenton slid to the side, giving Sebastian room but still closer than he wanted. An arm wrapped around Sebastian’s waist and pulled him in so part of his leg rested on Trenton’s thigh.


  “Remove your hood.”


  Sebastian snatched it off and glared at Trenton. The other man smiled and leaned toward him. Sebastian had no choice but to wait for Trenton to kiss him. It was a soft touch of the lips but thankfully no tongue that time. Someone knocked on the door, and Sebastian sighed in relief.


  “Enter,” Trenton said.


  The door opened, revealing Dalia and two chained prisoners.


  “We found these two on our trail. My intelligence informs me that you know them,” Trenton said while squeezing Sebastian’s hip.


  Lieutenant Adams and Sergeant Hooper stood transfixed at Sebastian’s face. “Are you an angel?” Adams asked.


  Sebastian snorted. “As far from it as possible.”


  Adams blinked. “The cranky Mister?”


  “What an interesting name for my betrothed,” Trenton said.


  “Betrothed?” Hooper repeated.


  “Yes, and I wish I could send you back to give Prince Turren the news, but I don’t think he’s a man who listens to reason. The question is whether or not you’re good hostages. It’s up to you, Sebastian. Do I gut them and leave them on the road, or should I take them with us?”


  “What do you want?” Sebastian asked.


  “Your attitude needs tweaking.”


  Sebastian grabbed Trenton’s chin and kissed the man hard. “Are you happy now?”


  “Getting there,” Trenton said. “Throw them with the Orwells. Oh, you forgot one thing,” he said while smiling at Sebastian.


  Sebastian kept his face straight and his voice free of emotion as he said, “Thank you for sparing them.”


  “Anything for my beloved,” Trenton said as he cradled Sebastian’s neck and dove in for an open-mouthed kiss. He pressed his tongue against Sebastian’s, sucking on it before pulling away. “He’s not going to save you,” Trenton whispered.


  CHAPTER 35


   


   


  THE TEMPLE coming into sight gave Sebastian relief because it meant Trenton had to stop touching him. Trenton’s hands kept wandering lower, and hostages or not, Sebastian wasn’t sure he could stop himself from killing the man. He cursed whatever force had made him magic-blessed and put him in this situation. The temple was like any other religious building stretching for the sky with a metallic symbol adorning its tip.


  “Brothers of the Carsidua Order are residents here. They have honor, so you will play the eager groom and not a man off to execution. If they catch wind you’re here by force, I will make them perform the ceremony and kill them afterward,” Trenton promised. “I’ll find appropriate clothing,” he said as he walked off and snapped for Dalia to escort Sebastian inside.


  “Do you have butterflies in your stomach, young Orwell?” Dalia asked.


  “Not yet,” Sebastian said. “But if I do and they upset my stomach, I’ll be sure to aim for your face.”


  “Charming,” Dalia said and grabbed Sebastian’s elbow. “Let’s dress up the pretty groom.”


  “I’m fine with my cloak.”


  “You’re not marrying a peasant your father has lined up, but Trenton. Someone around here probably stole expensive clothing the first time we were here,” Dalia said.


  “And you can’t let loot go to waste,” Sebastian said. Dalia and three guards led him to a bathing chamber, and the guards were dismissed.


  “Their loyalty to Trenton is unquestionable, but you would tempt the strongest wills,” Dalia said. “Take your clothes off and bathe.”


  “Any chance of you joining your friends outside?” Sebastian asked.


  Dalia pulled a stool away from the wall and sat it close to the tub. “So you can find a weapon and try to kill Trenton? Hop in the tub, lovely, and I promise I’ll only watch.”


  “Wonderful,” Sebastian muttered. He turned his back on Dalia and undressed. He heard an intake of breath after he dropped his drawers, and rolled his eyes.


  “Seriously, how is Caspian responsible for half of that?” Dalia whispered.


  Sebastian sank into the water and hoped she would stop talking.


  “You must be Cynthia’s greatest prize. Blond, those same green eyes, and her height. It must break her heart watching you torn away from her.”


  Curiosity getting the better of him, Sebastian asked, “Why are you keen on hurting her?”


  “On the night we left Larnlyon, Trenton attempted to persuade Caspian to leave with him again. Your mother wouldn’t have it. Eight months heavy with her first child and pointing her finger in Trenton’s chest as if he was a common magician. I told her if she was concerned about her baby having a proper home, I would take care of the problem then and there with my knife.”


  Sebastian frowned and looked at Dalia. “A question. When you were a child, did you enjoying hurting small animals?”


  “You’re a funny man, Sebastian. Of course I wouldn’t do it without Trenton’s permission, but that bitch took it as a real threat,” she went on without answering the question. “When Caspian suggested we calm down with tea, I should have kept a better eye on my cup when your mother shoved it at me.”


  “Leadman’s tongue or darkening root?” Sebastian asked.


  Dalia’s eyes narrowed. “You poisoned my soldiers, didn’t you?”


  “No one saw me in your camp, so have fun proving it. What did Mother slip in your tea?”


  “Darkening root. She must have taught you well, and if you dream about using those skills on Trenton, I will slaughter your entire family.”


  “You should really speak to a professional about all these violent thoughts you have,” Sebastian said.


  “I’m filled with happier thoughts because even though fey laws stopped me from harming her, today I can hurt her another way. Wash away the last of your freedom, lovely boy.”


  Sebastian continued bathing, but in his mind he pictured Dalia coughing up black blood and wracked with horrible stomach cramps. He sighed. If only Mother had used a stronger dose.


   


   


  “GREAT, THE only thing Prince Turren sent were two castle guards,” Alice said when the two guards were thrown in the room with the Orwell family. “I’m having a hard time believing the prince loves him.”


  “We’re doomed,” Kraven said.


  “Aren’t you two of the escorts Sebastian had when he left Harold’s?” Kevin asked.


  “Yes,” Lieutenant Adams said. He looked at the guards standing in front of the door. “Don’t underestimate the prince, because he has all kinds of tricks up his sleeves.”


  “Who’s your companion?” Lord Orwell asked.


  “She’s the one who twisted my arm when I went to see Sebastian. If she puts her hands on me again….” Kevin stalked to her, but Lord Orwell grabbed his shoulder.


  “You’ll get more than a twisted arm, you fool,” Lord Orwell hissed. He glanced at the guards and whispered, “Remember what she looked like then and compare it to now.” Lord Orwell released his son and glared at Adams. “I am sorely disappointed in the prince. If we escape, I will not allow Sebastian to see him again.”


  “You’re being unreasonable, my lord,” Adams said. “Prince Turren will come with an army. You’ll see.”


  Lord Orwell whispered to Hooper, “I hope you have a plan.”


  “Nope,” the queen said as she dropped the illusion and pushed her hand toward the door. Both guards and the door blew out of the room, and the Orwells stared at her.


  “My opinion of the prince has risen, but please keep in mind that my children are spread throughout this place,” Alice said.


  “It might take a while to find them because there are a lot of people coming,” Queen Anne said. She walked to the open hole and picked up one of the fallen guard’s swords.


  The Orwells stepped out of the hole, and Lord Orwell approached the queen. “Go to Sebastian and we’ll carve a way through these fools.”


  “Trenton has hundreds, and Sebastian is the only elemental among you.”


  James shrugged. “That’s only a problem if they attack us all at once. There are many floors in this building, and we can create enough havoc to distract them until help arrives. There’s probably a whole army coming since you’re here.”


  “I’ll take you at your word as the Silver Forest’s protectors,” Queen Anne said. She swept out her power in a wide swath, knocking down soldiers headed in their direction. “That should be a good start,” she said and ran down the hall.


  “Collect weapons and search for anything we can use for spells,” Lady Orwell said. “Temples mean lots of herbs to work with.” She smiled grimly. “We will teach these bastards what happens when they take one of us.”


   


   


  THE GREEN velvet cloak draped over a white shirt and pants that clung to Sebastian’s body. It was the nicest thing he had ever worn, and he wanted the damn thing off. Even Cecilia had never dressed him like a doll. A priest stepped forward and held Sebastian’s hand.


  “I am honored to bind the soul of a magic-blessed to his chosen. Will she be the only witness?”


  “No, there are two more joining us,” Trenton said as he pried the priest’s fingers off Sebastian.


  Sebastian looked back as the doors opened and Feoras led May in by the hand.


  “I thought it fitting she gives out the rings.” Trenton smiled.


  “I’m sure you did.” Sebastian returned the wizard’s smile and wished Trenton had met the same fate as his mercs in the forest. His niece was obviously being used to ensure he didn’t make a last effort to escape. May looked happy as she clutched a small pouch to her chest.


  “What a darling child,” the priest said. “Please stand next to each other and hold each other’s hands.” The two men obeyed and the ceremony began. “Place a piece of your aura in this bowl,” he instructed as he raised a silver bowl full of water. Trenton immediately put his hands around the bowl and closed his eyes. Red power streamed into the water, and the priest frowned at the bloody appearance of the liquid.


  Sebastian looked away from May’s bright smile and reached for the bowl. It felt weird adding his aura to someone other than Turren, but he summoned his magic and pressed it into the bowl. Green mingled with the bloody red into an ugly brown.


  “Now drink to combine your magic,” the priest said. He offered the bowl to Trenton, and he drank deeply.


  The priest then turned to Sebastian, and Sebastian took a breath before sipping the unappetizing, dark mixture. Their magics crawled down his throat, and it tasted worse than any potion he had swallowed. He eagerly handed the bowl back to the priest, who seemed less enthusiastic than when the ceremony had started.


  “Please exchange rings,” the priest said. “Your turn, little one,” he whispered, winking at May.


  May opened her bag and pulled out a ring. First a ruby one she pushed on Sebastian’s finger. She removed a second ring, an oval peridot, and moved closer to Trenton. Trenton stuck out his hand, and May lunged at the wizard, sinking her teeth into Trenton’s wrist. Blood dripped down May’s chin, and Trenton threw her to the floor. Sebastian jumped in front of her before Trenton or Feoras could grab her.


  “You shouldn’t have made her do this,” Sebastian said.


  May wrapped her arms around Sebastian’s waist. “I won’t let the bad man hurt you!”


  “What is going on?” the priest asked. “I won’t finish unless I know this man is willing.”


  Trenton took out a handkerchief and wiped the blood off his arm after healing it. “You’re going to finish or I’ll burn down this temple with your people and his damned family in it! Feoras, take the bitch before I kill her.”


  Feoras snatched May up by the back of her dress and held her away from him.


  Trenton jammed the ring on his finger and pointed at the priest. “Continue!”


  The priest looked at Sebastian and then at May. He sighed and said, “Do you, Trenton Keyes, accept Sebastian Orwell as your husband?”


  “Yes.”


  The priest turned to Sebastian. “Do you, Sebastian Orwell, accept Trenton Keyes as your husband?”


  “Not particularly, but I can’t say no,” Sebastian said after seeing no point in keeping up the charade. Shouts and running feet broke out in the hall, and Trenton gritted his teeth.


  “I’m on it,” Dalia said. “My condolences, Sir Orwell, for the family member you’re about to lose.” When she walked away, Sebastian heard her mutter, “Gods, please let it be his mother.”


  “I hope you die!” May shouted from the back of the room. Feoras shook her, but she went on. “I hope your balls fall off and you get the plague!”


  “Sebastian,” Trenton growled out.


  “May,” Sebastian called out to his niece. “Thank you for being brave and trying to save me, but seeing you hurt will make me sadder than marrying Trenton.”


  “All right,” May whispered. “But he’s still a shithead.”


  “Charming,” Trenton said.


  There was finally silence, and the priest continued with shoulders sagging and halfheartedly blessed their union. “You are now bound as husbands,” he finished.


  Trenton grabbed Sebastian’s hand at “husbands” and dragged Sebastian out of the room. The hall was clear, but they still heard shouting and more noises coming from outside. “Where’s the nearest bed?” Trenton asked his guards.


  “A priest’s room is only a few doors down,” a merc said while staring at Sebastian’s face. “The second door on the right.”


  Trenton grabbed Sebastian, and despite knowing the danger to his family, Sebastian couldn’t force his feet to go in that room.


  “Stop that!” Magic surrounded Sebastian, and he was thrown into the room. Hitting the floor, Sebastian slipped a small metal cylinder into his hand. Luckily, Dalia hadn’t seen him sneak it out of his clothes and into the tub. It had sat with Turren’s ring in his pants pocket. Trenton pulled him to his feet, and euphoria washed over Sebastian. There is nothing wrong with being in Trenton’s arms. May was being her usual bratty self, and I need to calm down. As these new thoughts invaded his mind, Trenton led Sebastian to the bed and pushed him on the mattress. Trenton laid on top of him, pressing their mouths together and sliding his hands down Sebastian’s body.


  Don’t let him find the ring. That thought broke the spell over Sebastian like water drenching him. He gasped as his senses returned, but Trenton apparently took it as pleasure and kissed down Sebastian’s collarbone. Sebastian closed his eyes so Trenton wouldn’t know he was free and rubbed the cylinder in his hands. It lengthened while he twisted it, and a sharp point came out of its end. It was still squat and had a ways to unravel, so Sebastian endured Trenton capturing his lips again and moving his hips against Sebastian’s. Sebastian twisted faster, not caring if Trenton caught on. A thin spike as long as a knitting needle finally reached its full length, and Sebastian gripped its bottom. Stabbing behind Trenton’s ear is the only way I’ll live. He opened his eyes and smiled, moving his hips with Trenton’s and sucking on his tongue. Trenton groaned in his mouth, and Sebastian slid his other arm up Trenton’s back.


  CHAPTER 36


   


   


  “WHY AREN’T you with Sebastian?” Lady Orwell asked Queen Anne as they launched magical and arrow attacks from opposite ends of the temple’s dining hall.


  Queen Anne’s head popped up behind the table, and she threw another blue fireball at Trenton’s soldiers. “I stumbled upon a guarded room and found three kids. I figured they had to be your grandchildren.”


  “Three?” Alice called out. “Brennan, May, Terrian, Broden!” When only three of her children answered back, more arrows flew into the soldiers.


  “Retreat! They’re monsters!” someone on the other side shouted.


  “Shut up and keep fighting!” Dalia ordered as she threw a smoking object at the Orwells.


  Diana raised her hand, and the object swerved and turned back to the soldiers. Screams filled the air as its smoke burned whomever it touched. “Not the brightest magelight to form, are you?”


  “We outnumber them, you fools!” Dalia screamed. “Overwhelm them and be done with it.” A group rushed toward the Orwells, but Mernon stood with ten arrows in one hand and fired shot after shot without pausing.


  “Mernon the Black, the greatest assassin in Larnlyon?” Dalia uttered before Alice’s ax cracked through her forehead.


  Alice glared at her husband. “Business or pleasure?”


  “Business,” Mernon said. “She asked about the latter, but I find parts trafficking disgusting. I mean, who wants to touch eyeballs and hearts all day? Just stab a person and move along.”


  After Dalia fell, the other soldiers dropped their weapons and fled.


  James stood and crossed his arms. “The assassin part isn’t news to you, Alice.”


  “Not everything is your business, James,” Alice said. “All of you keep your mouths shut about it.”


  “Why do they call you Black?” Kevin asked, ignoring his sister.


  Mernon scratched his head. “It’s nothing special. Everyone in the order has Black added to their name.”


  Lord Orwell frowned. “Do you follow Guild rules?”


  “Of course,” Mernon said. “No children and no innocents.”


  Lord Orwell shrugged. “I’m good with it. No one is perfect.” He clapped his marriage-son on the back.


  “I don’t get it,” Pratchett said. “If you’re a big-time assassin, why do you let her order you around?”


  “It’s called keeping up appearances,” Alice said. “No one’s going to believe he’s an assassin when they see us together.”


  “What about those blabbermouths?” Pratchett pointed to the children who were now clinging to their mother’s skirt.


  “We told them that every time we argue, we’re expressing our love for each other. No one can know or bad people will take their papa away,” Mernon said.


  Broden leaned forward and whispered, “They’ll come too if we don’t eat our vegetables.”


  James’s jaw dropped. “Seriously?” he asked his sister.


  “Don’t judge me,” Alice said. “Their hair and nails are shiny as can be.”


  Pratchett snorted. “I’m a horrible person and I’m judging you.”


  Lord Orwell clapped his hands. “No more quarrelling, and let’s find the rest of the family.”


  “Where do we start?” Kevin asked when his family cautiously stuck their heads out the door.


  “This is what happens when scoundrels prevent true love!” a woman shouted from their right.


  Queen Anne pointed her sword in the direction of the voice. “I have no idea who that is, but I like her.”


  Kevin smiled. “Emily. Maybe my husband is close by too. After you, Your Majesty.”


  She and Kevin ran down the hall while Pratchett shook his head. “I never want to fall in love.”


  The Orwells followed the two, but Kevin and Queen Anne stopped at a juncture in the hall. Arrows whizzed by, while down the other hall, Demetrius and Kraven frantically stuffed bottles with cloths and set them on fire. Once ablaze, they threw the bottles down the hall or outside. Ophelia sat behind Kraven giving directions on when best to throw them. Emily and Rebecca, wearing stolen armor, guarded one hallway entrance and Luke the other.


  “We could use arrows!” Luke shouted to his husband.


  “On their way!” Kevin shouted back. He took a bow and quiver from a dead merc and stood at the end of their hallway with Alice at his back. “I aim high and you low,” he whispered. Alice nodded and kneeled at his side. Both of them notched arrows, and Kevin mouthed down from three. On one, they shot down one side, pulled back, and then shot down the other.


  Queen Anne picked up two shields from the dead and ran into the juncture. With her shields pointed in both directions at their attackers, fire flowed off her body as she chanted. Two dogs of blue fire formed and ran down both sides. There were cries to run and the sound of boots retreating. Kevin glanced down the hall and saw it quickly emptying.


  “Did you find Sebastian?” Kraven asked as he threw another bottle out the window.


  “No,” Lord Orwell said. “He must be on an upper floor. What are you throwing at?” He walked to Kraven’s side and looked over Kraven’s shoulder. Trenton’s soldiers were spread out, trying to avoid the exploding bottles, and couldn’t get to the entrance. “That is smart thinking.”


  “I know,” Demetrius said. “I don’t know how we get upstairs. We need a force to hold the hallway so nobody can come up behind us, and the queen is needed to fight Trenton.”


  “Demetrius?” Kraven called out. “Either I drank too much liquor or that’s Cecilia’s husband.” He pointed out the window, and as the Orwells joined him, a band of trolls launched themselves at the mercenaries. “That is him.”


  “I don’t know how long it will take them to reach us. That’s still a large force out there,” Lady Orwell said.


  Boots stomping down the hall made them run to the middle. In bright armor, Captain Pembrost led the new arrivals, and the queen waved him over.


  “Upstairs we go,” Kevin said.


  “Wait!” Captain Pembrost shouted as the Orwells turned to go. “Have you seen the prince?”


  Lord Orwell frowned. “You just got here and you’ve already lost the prince? You are the world’s worst babysitter.”


  Captain Pembrost grunted in frustration. “I don’t have time for this.” He sprinted past the Orwells and ran up the stairs.


   


   


  THE SPIKE’S point almost touched Trenton’s neck as Sebastian adjusted his grip. Right there was the perfect spot. Trenton suddenly jumped off Sebastian, and Sebastian shoved the spike up his sleeve. Trenton spun and faced the door, but a portion of the wall blew out. Turren stepped into the room with his broadsword unsheathed.


  “Get away from him, you bastard!”


  Sebastian’s head fell on the pillow and he covered his face. So close to killing him and Turren picked this time to show up? He sat up and got off the bed.


  Trenton frowned. “You’re not under my spell.”


  Sebastian rolled his eyes and removed the ring from his pocket. “Your people suck at searching prisoners.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Trenton said. “He dies and you will never hope again.”


  If I wound him, maybe Turren and I can link our magic to finish him off. But for that to work, Sebastian needed an opening. “Is my family safe?” he asked Turren, hoping to distract Trenton.


  “All have been retrieved. I gave May to one of our wizards, and the rest of your family is with my mother,” Turren said. He pointed his sword at Trenton. “How dare you force Sebastian to marry you! He is kind, sweet, heroic, and would never do anything as awful as—” Sebastian rushed Trenton and stabbed him in the neck. The spike didn’t go into the kill spot, and Trenton’s eyes glowed with rage. Pure magic struck at Sebastian, slamming him into a wall and making him slide to the floor, stunned.


  A powerful mass of magic gathered where Trenton and Turren stood. Red light filled Sebastian’s vision. “Turren, run,” he whispered. A white light flickered near his throat, and Sebastian struggled to move. He touched the amulet and warmth filled his hand. An entity so vast that it made Sebastian’s breath stutter invaded his mind. It took hold of his magic, and instead of nearby wood or plants calling to him, life of all kinds answered the joined magics.


  Like the amulet’s namesake, the heart of every living thing in that castle was Sebastian’s to command. He could imbue the exhausted with power, or stop every heart from beating. Sebastian looked up, and Trenton stared down at him with wonder on his face. Oh Gods, he feels it too. The long needle dropped out of Trenton’s neck, and the wound began closing. Sebastian reached for the power to stop Trenton’s heart, but a barrier blocked him from using it. Despite Sebastian’s failure, magic flowed out of the amulet, and through their mixed auras, Sebastian felt Trenton commanding the magic to do his bidding. The wizard pointed his finger at Turren, and life seeped out of the prince’s heart.


  No! That’s not what I want! Sebastian clutched the amulet, hoping the damn thing would listen to him. Turren is the last person I want dead. You’re around my stupid neck! Do what I say!


  Blue light sputtered on the end of Turren’s sword. Like Queen Anne’s, Turren’s magic dripped from the sword in flames, but Turren’s flames were wider and longer.


  “Turren! Drop the damn sword and protect your life!” Sebastian shouted.


  Turren rubbed his chest with a grimace, and looked from Trenton to Sebastian. He shook his head. “He has no right to hurt you like this.” The flames died down, and Turren stumbled.


  The room blurred as Sebastian struggled to his feet. I’m not letting this arrogant shit take Turren away from me. And you’re not using me to do it. Sebastian tugged at the amulet’s chain, not caring that he scratched his neck badly. Get off me! The strange entity in his mind took on a questioning tone like a child who didn’t know what it did wrong. Whatever you are, you’re killing the man I love. Something gripped Sebastian from the inside, and it was as if his mind were put into the back of a carriage while a mysterious white figure took the driver’s reins of his body. In that brief moment, it looked through Sebastian’s eyes and felt his hatred for Trenton. It also felt Sebastian’s love for the prince who barely stood on trembling legs. Sebastian blinked, and he was fully in control of his body again. What in all hells was—Sebastian collapsed to his knees and threw up the brown mixture of auras binding him to Trenton. When he stopped heaving, Sebastian grasped the amulet and poured Turren’s drained life energy back inside him.


  Trenton glared at him. “I’ll use my own magic to finish him.”


  “Fuck you,” Sebastian said as he raised his hand and pointed at Trenton. Like a candle snuffing out, the amulet went dark, and the world’s magic at his fingertips disappeared. Sebastian blinked. “Seriously?” I want you to work, and now you fucking turn off?


  “Sebastian, my lovely, when I deal with you, you’ll wish you were still under that love spell,” Trenton said as the floor buckled under the strength of his gathering power.


  As Sebastian watched, Turren’s legs steadied, and he roared as his sword’s flames burst out anew. The flaming sword became a conflagration that blocked out Trenton’s magic. Turren swung his blade at the wizard, and a line of magic erupted from the sword. Magical flames cut through Trenton and continued into the wall. There was a loud cracking sound and the wall collapsed. Trenton fell to the floor in two pieces.


  “Bastian!” Turren cried out and dropped his sword. He ran to Sebastian and sprawled next to him. “Are you all right? I’m sorry he almost overcame me. You hit the wall so hard, and I couldn’t think properly.” Turren brushed Sebastian’s hair out of his eyes. “Are you all right?” Tears filled Turren’s eyes, and Sebastian sighed.


  “I had him, you idiot. Why do you always have to do everything the hard way?”


  Turren grinned from ear to ear. “You’re just fine.” He frowned. “I think I used too much magic.” Turren’s eyes rolled in the back of his head and he passed out.


  Sebastian quickly checked for a pulse. The prince’s heart beat fiercely, and to prove his worries foolish, Turren began snoring. Sebastian shook his head but winced when pain arced across his temple. “How can you be such an idiot?” He leaned forward and kissed Turren gently.


  “Isn’t that just the most romantic thing you’ve ever seen, James?” Kevin asked from the doorway.


  “The prince and his adorable grumpy pants,” James said, nodding. “They’ll write tales about those two.”


  “Shut up and get someone to heal me,” Sebastian said.


  “Right away, my lord,” Kevin said. He shouted into the hall. “Sebastian’s safe and sharing an intimate moment with the prince.”


  “What!” Alice shouted in outrage.


  “It’s fine, Mama,” May said from the hall. “The prince beat the shithead’s friend, so he’s allowed to kiss Uncle Sebastian.”


  “I don’t care who he beat!” Alice walked into the room with an arrow notched and looked down at the two men. She rolled her eyes and slapped Kevin upside the head.


  Pratchett shoved his way into the room and whistled at Trenton’s body. “Sebastian might be marrying a man worse than Mernon the Black.”


  “What are you talking about?” Sebastian asked.


  James smiled. “That’s a conversation for when we have privacy. By the way, Cecilia is here, and she’s madder than a hornet that we kept the Trenton business a secret from her.”


  “I thought she would be in labor by now,” Sebastian said.


  “She was or did,” Kevin said. “But she was so worried about us that she made Berados magic a wagon that could carry her and the baby without jostling them.”


  “I don’t know if I should be flattered or scared,” Sebastian said.


  Pratchett snorted. “I always choose the latter with her.”


  CHAPTER 37


   


   


  SEBASTIAN STRETCHED his hands over his head while Queen Anne transferred her energy to Turren. “Thank you for coming for me.”


  Queen Anne smiled. “My boy loves you dearly, and I like you. We wouldn’t forgive ourselves if we failed today.”


  “I don’t normally glorify death, but the way Turren cleaved him in two leaves me satisfied.”


  “The ridiculous thing about this whole situation is that the soul binding wouldn’t have worked for long,” Lord Orwell said from a nearby chair. “I tried to tell him, but Trenton only listened to himself.”


  Turren’s eyes opened and he smiled weakly. “I’m not dreaming. You’re safe?”


  Sebastian stroked Turren’s hair. “Yes, you brash fool, I’m safe.”


  “It’s only brash if I fail. I succeeded, so it’s bravery,” Turren said.


  “Not just brave,” Lord Orwell said. “I was frightened that none of us could beat Trenton, but you surprised me, young man. If your intentions are honorable toward my son, I will respect both your wishes.”


  “Let things between our sons run their natural course instead of trying to force a union,” King Harris said.


  “My son’s reputation is probably ruined by that farcical marriage. We may know that Trenton kidnapped my family and threatened to kill all the priests, but others will talk. There aren’t too many with notable backgrounds who would have my son after this.”


  “Sebastian is innocent and I won’t let rumors spread.” Turren sat up. “But.” He placed Sebastian’s hands in his. “I will give you all the time you need, because I will never force you to marry me.”


  “I know,” Sebastian said. He gently kissed Turren and reached into his pants pocket. His cloak hadn’t been found, but his clothes had been with the Orwells’ belongings. He pulled out the sapphire ring and slid it on his finger. “That’s why I accept your proposal.”


  “Wait a minute. How long have you had that ring?” Lady Orwell asked.


  “Since before Father’s old friend paid us a visit,” Sebastian said.


  Lady Orwell blinked. “You received a proposal from a prince and needed to think about it?” She shook her head and stared at him.


  “Why are you staring at me?”


  “I’m trying to solve where your father and I went wrong in rearing you.”


   


   


  NOW THAT both of them were on their feet, Sebastian had to visit Cecilia. He needed a cloak to go outside.


  “Sebastian?”


  “Hm?” Sebastian mumbled.


  Turren whipped off his royal robe and laid it on Sebastian’s shoulders. “Do you mind?” he asked. Sebastian shook his head, and Turren tied the robe in place.


  It was heavy and lined with fur. Sebastian tugged the hood over his head, and Turren grabbed its ends. Golden sigils appeared on the cloth and disappeared. Sebastian touched the spell with his magic, and it was identical to Ophelia’s work. “You didn’t tweak anything, and you still can’t see me.”


  “Whomever you want to see you is your choice, and even though I made the new spell, I should have your permission too. But I didn’t increase its magic so I can still touch you,” Turren said as he brushed his hand down Sebastian’s cheek.


  “Ah, there’s my disobedient prince.” Sebastian smiled under his hood. He grabbed Turren’s neck and kissed him, removing the memory of Trenton’s lips.


  “Let’s go meet the last Orwell.”


   


   


  “UM, SEBASTIAN, what are you doing?” Turren looked over his shoulder as Sebastian dug through the pockets of uncollected dead soldiers.


  “Mercenaries travel to many countries, making it hard to track the owners of their loot. Their treasure is usually distributed among people who’ve killed them.”


  “You never seemed interested in jewelry before,” Turren said.


  “It’s not for me,” Sebastian said as he moved on to another body. “Ah-ha!” He held up a large emerald ring. “This will do.” He stood just as footsteps entered the hall.


  “What are you doing here?” Lord Orwell asked.


  Sebastian frowned at his larger stomach. “Why am I not surprised that you’re stealing from the living?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Those are liquor bottles, and I’m pretty sure they belong to the temple. They were coerced into helping Trenton, so you don’t have a legitimate reason to steal from them.”


  “If I had a legitimate reason, they wouldn’t be stuffed in my coat,” Lord Orwell said. “Besides, there will be plenty on these ruffians to cover all damages.”


  Turren looked at them and frowned. “I think we should see your sister while I have some plausible deniability left.”


  “That is wise,” Sebastian said.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN KNOCKED on the carriage door, and his marriage-brother bade them to enter. Inside, faint magelight lit Cecilia sitting against a bedframe with a babe in her arms. Even so soon after childbirth she was gorgeous: violet eyes and black hair inherited from their father’s side, and a petite body that hid a personality as strong as Diana’s.


  “You broke our record, Sebastian,” Cecilia said.


  “Ten years without a kidnapping attempt.” Sebastian shrugged. “Father gets full blame for this incident.”


  “The scoundrel has grown into quite a man.” Cecilia smiled as she looked at Turren. “Broad shoulders and everything.” She smirked. “But my husband is bigger.”


  Berados stretched his huge hand over Cecilia’s legs without disturbing their baby and held it out to Turren. “I’m Berados of the Brog clan.”


  Turren grasped it warmly. “I will be forever grateful to your clan for your perfect timing. I didn’t know if we would save him in time.”


  “She was sure that you were in danger, and while a few of the Orwells can be insensitive, not all of them would miss her first birthing.”


  Sebastian nodded. “Even Diana has been to all of Alice’s births.”


  “Which brings me back to you asses. How dare you keep me in the dark? Ophelia’s death vision coming true, and not one damn message.” Cecilia’s lips trembled. “My whole family could have been killed, and I’m left ignorant thinking Pratchett got everyone too drunk to leave the house.”


  Sebastian leaned down and looked closely at his new niece. She had her father’s wider-than-human cheekbones and freckles. “Don’t be so negative and tell me her name.”


  Cecilia’s smile returned. “Mabel after Berados’s aunt. They’re closed for now, but she has Auntie’s dark brown eyes with orange flecks. They remind me of the stones by the lake that Diana chips off for healing tonics. So many hours of labor alone, but she was worth it.”


  Sebastian frowned. “They probably spoiled you rotten because they felt sorry for us not being there.”


  “I was in the process of being spoiled, but you louts wouldn’t answer any mirrors,” she hissed, and the baby girl woke up crying.


  “Let me hold her.” Berados held out his arms.


  “You traveled nonstop for days and then fought a battle. Sebastian needs to take responsibility,” Cecilia said.


  “No,” Sebastian said. “We are not doing Quiet Time.”


  “What’s Quiet Time?” Berados asked.


  “I have been forced to do it four times. Berados has a troll’s stamina. He’s perfectly fine to hold Mabel.”


  “Sebastian, take off your hood,” Cecilia demanded as Mabel’s cries grew louder.


  “Fine!” Sebastian took off his hood, and Mabel quieted instantly. She stared at Sebastian in wonder, and Cecilia sighed in relief.


  “Wow,” Berados said. “That’s the quickest she’s calmed down.”


  “It lasts among the children until they turn five or six, and then Sebastian is just another uncle,” Cecilia explained. “It works even better when he’s holding them. You may take her, Sebastian, and let us sleep,” she said while holding out her child.


  Sebastian sighed and carefully took the tiny baby. “Only today am I doing it for free.”


  Cecilia laughed. “No, little brother, all this drama is worth at least a year of Quiet Time. And if I go into labor again and you lot aren’t there, half of you better be missing limbs. Now that we have that out of the way, what did you bring me as a birthing gift?”


  Turren blinked. “I have nothing.”


  “Reach into the inner pocket of the robe,” Sebastian said.


  Turren did as ordered and pulled out the emerald ring. “Ohhhhh.”


  CHAPTER 38


   


   


  “HIS HAIR looks fine, Cecilia. Stop messing with it,” Kevin said as they applied final touches to Sebastian’s person.


  “I don’t need advice from someone who cuts his hair close to his head just because he’s too lazy to do anything with it,” Cecilia said. She faced Sebastian again. “Now remember, raise your hands slowly, clutch the top of the hood for a few seconds, and then lower it. I want everyone dying with anticipation.”


  “It’s a wedding, not a carnival,” Kevin said.


  “It’s the only time Sebastian will reveal himself to such a large crowd,” Lord Orwell said. “Stop being a spoilsport.”


  “Father, why don’t you say the reason why you want everyone excited?” James asked.


  “I get to shut up everyone who calls us frauds and says all my children are plain. It’s a special occasion.”


  James rolled his eyes. “The more excited people get, the more money they bet. By the time you’re down the aisle, who knows how much gold will be on the line, and taking your time adds in late betters.”


  Sebastian looked at his father. “Twenty percent.”


  “What!” Pratchett shouted. “This was my idea!”


  Lord Orwell glared at James. “You and your big mouth.”


  “Why should you get twenty percent?” Rebecca asked. “You’re walking in a straight line while we’re doing all the real leg work.”


  “It’s my face, and there are a lot of drunk rich people out there. Who knows how much they’re willing to lose.”


  “When I bet on chariot races, I don’t pay the drivers a cut if my bets pay off,” Pratchett said.


  “And you already have your prize,” Demetrius said. “A prince and living in a castle.”


  “I could stick my head out that door right now and make the results fair for everyone,” Sebastian said.


  “You’re outnumbered, and I can bind you faster than you can use those vines of yours,” Lord Orwell said.


  “I don’t care what you do, but if his clothes or hair are mussed, all of you will pay,” Lady Orwell promised. “Sebastian, take fifteen percent and behave.”


  “That’s still too much,” Pratchett said.


  “Take it or leave it,” their mother said. “I will never advise my children to throw away money even if they’re marrying royalty.”


  “We’ll take the deal,” Demetrius said. “But you better sell it properly.”


  Sebastian smiled. “I know what I’m doing.”


  Cecilia adjusted Sebastian’s robes one more time and carefully placed the hood on his head. “Perfect,” she said.


  “Not yet.” Lady Orwell held out her cupped hands and placed them over Sebastian’s chest. “Something borrowed.” She removed her hands, and her apothecary badge was sewn onto the crisp white robes.


  “That’s a pretty effect,” Cecilia said.


  “Children,” Alice called to her little ones keeping Mabel and Berados company. “Line up outside the door.” The children scrambled, and May beat them to the front. All four were acting as pages and dropping flower petals.


  There was a knock on the door. “Are you ready, not-so-cranky-today Mister?” Lieutenant Adams asked.


  “You’re still going to call me those silly nicknames after I marry Turren, aren’t you?” Sebastian asked.


  “Yes,” Adams said with no hesitation.


  Sebastian sighed. “Yes, I’m ready.”


  “I’ll tell them to start the music.”


  They heard running feet, and Demetrius shook his head. “Think of him annoying you as a reminder of being at the house. You know you’ll miss us.”


  “Good luck getting me to admit it,” Sebastian said. He stood and waited for Kevin to grab the end of his long outer robe.


  Trumpets sounded, and Alice opened the door. “Dammit,” she muttered. She ran to Sebastian and hugged him. “Good luck, you little shit.” She kissed the side of his hood and returned behind her children.


  “Wow, who knew she has a soul?” Pratchett said, and Diana slapped the back of his head.


  “Shut up,” Diana said.


  Kevin and James’s eyes widened, but neither man said anything because they did not want to be hit too.


  One by one, the Orwells streamed into the hall where they met the rest of the family. Ophelia had to be in the company of knight-level wizards for such a large occasion, and so did Ellie, who cradled her seer baby against her chest.


  “Is our boy having a case of cold feet yet?” Ellie asked as she passed the baby to James.


  “A little nervous at first, but I distracted him with yanking money out of Father’s grasp.”


  Ellie belted on her sword and searched for any creases in her best innkeeper’s robe. “That was sweet of you.” She stood on her toes and kissed her husband. “It’s been ages since we’ve shown anyone the real power of Wizards’ Row. She turned to the three other innkeepers making last touches too. “Magic up!” All four innkeepers summoned their magic around them. “James, Ophelia, into the middle.” They formed a square around the two Orwells and marched after Alice.


  Rebecca held out her arm, and Emily entwined their elbows. Both women wore fencing swords at their sides, but Emily had a decorative mask tied to her hilt. They walked off, and Diana and Demetrius followed. Kraven dejectedly joined Pratchett’s side, and Pratchett patted his back. “There, there. Demetrius is dumped all the time, so don’t take it personally. You can’t help it that now everyone thinks you’re a suicidal fool who takes on evil wizards. It’s Father’s fault for exaggerating everyone’s roles.”


  “I even promised to never be caught in an adventure again, but she said that’s what all widow-makers say.”


  “Don’t worry. Life will go on, and you’ll prove to everyone that you’re just as boring as ever and fall for someone more boring than the first gal.”


  “Pratchett, I think the reason I don’t hate you isn’t because you’re blood but because you honestly can’t help yourself.”


  “Just like I forgive you for being boring.” Pratchett smiled and dragged Kraven down the hall. “Cheer up! I’ll buy you the best drinks tonight with my winnings.”


  Berados bowed to his wife and extended his arm. Cecilia curtseyed with one hand, and Mabel giggled at being dipped. Cecilia straightened and Berados hugged her.


  “Don’t trip,” Cecilia said over her shoulder as they walked away.


  Sebastian inhaled and his breath shuddered out.


  “You’ll be fine,” Lady Orwell said. “Ignore everyone who says a mean word about you like always, and concentrate on the regal gentleman who I know is just as nervous.”


  “If he’s not nervous, I will never forgive him,” Sebastian said.


  “And if thinking about the prince doesn’t work, think about how much gold we’re scamming out of those buffoons today,” Lord Orwell said.


  “You being your usually greedy self is actually comforting,” Sebastian said.


  Kevin cleared his throat. “I don’t know if I said this before, but I told you so.”


  Sebastian glared at his brother from under his hood. “Shut up.” He put out both elbows, and Lord Orwell and Lady Orwell each grabbed one. “To the gold and a very stubborn prince.” He stepped forward. Guards and wizards in their best finery lined the halls. It’s weird that I’m now important enough to assassinate. He didn’t know what he would do after he married. A bookstore was out of the question, and who knew if he could visit Harold whenever he wanted anymore. Sighing as his feet grew heavier, Sebastian wished he wasn’t wearing so many robes. The cloth was spelled to prevent him from sweating, but clamminess was spreading on his skin. It’s not nerves, it’s these damn robes, he thought.


  The floor tiles were painted with dizzying interlacing diamond shapes. Couldn’t someone have thought of a less nauseating design? Sebastian looked up, and they stood in front of double doors leading to the great hall where stands of people rose at his appearance. A few of Harold’s customers were given invitations, but Sebastian couldn’t spot any familiar faces. Oh wait, he thought as a grim Earl Grenwish bared his teeth in a smile at him. Of course that bastard would be here. The earl dropped coin into a servant’s hand, and then he smiled genuinely at Sebastian. He laughed at whatever the servant said, then both men shuddered as they looked in Sebastian’s direction. That idiot is betting on me being hideous. Sebastian grinned under his hood. At the podium, the priest and Turren waited with King Harris and Queen Anne standing by. Below them was all of Sebastian’s family. As Sebastian approached the stairs, he stopped as practiced and hugged his mother. She kissed each of his cheeks, then climbed the stairs to stand opposite the two royals.


  When Lord Orwell’s arms closed around his back, Sebastian whispered, “Walk away as slowly as possible and hang your head down in defeat.”


  Lord Orwell squeezed his son harder. “That’s my boy.” Hiding his happiness at the prospect of more coin, Lord Orwell’s shoulders slumped as if an inevitable embarrassment was about to occur.


  Sebastian waited a moment longer and clutched his stomach, feigning his earlier stress. Finally, he slowly went up the steps and pushed his shoulders back with pride when Turren offered his hand. If anyone asked him later on, he would say it was part of the show, but clutching Turren’s hand filled him with warmth.


  “Are you all right?” Turren whispered.


  “Just filling my family’s pocket with a little extra money.”


  “They started that dumb wager, didn’t they? No wonder I couldn’t stamp out the bets.”


  Sebastian grinned. “Your noble gesture probably stoked the bets higher.”


  “How can your family bet without warning people?” Turren asked.


  “You’d be surprised how many people don’t notice Luke when he makes his skin appear human.”


  A throat clearing interrupted them, and they looked up to see the priest waving them forward. Sebastian didn’t release Turren’s hand, and they moved to their final positions.


  “All are gathered to witness the blessed union of Crown Prince Turren and the noble hero, Sebastian Orwell. Two men who bickered as children and fought together as men,” the priest started.


  Whoever gave him that info about our childhood is going to pay, Sebastian thought.


  “Now, they come together in the truest expression of their love, and I am honored to bind them for eternity,” the priest continued. He droned on for an hour about the kingdom’s past marriages and the virtues that had helped the successful ones last.


  Numbness tingled in Sebastian’s legs when the priest moved on to the topic of trust and sacrifice. His eyes closed as they desperately tried to rest during the speech but popped open when the priest held Sebastian and Turren’s clasped hands.


  “Larnlyon has heard enough from me, so please tell each other what made you fall in love. Prince Turren has requested to go first.”


  Prince Turren nodded and held Sebastian’s hands up higher. “I stand here thinking that all of this is a dream, marrying the man I love with all my heart. I am not ignorant of how much was bestowed upon me at birth. That is why I treasure the connection I built with you more than anything else I’ve accomplished. I love your courage and strength to defend a man you have cause to hate. But I also fear your strength and wish to stand by your side to face obstacles with you. I want to wake every morning and hear your breaths, watch you clutched to my chest, and smell cinnamon from sweets Margaret spoils you with. I can’t think of a day I would grow tired of it, but one day without you would break my heart.”


  A chorus of “awwws” and a few sniffles filled the hall. Sebastian’s heart fluttered from Turren’s words, and that he was going to spill his heart in front of thousands.


  The priest’s eyes glistened, and he turned to Sebastian. “My word. Now for your vows, Sir Orwell.”


  Sebastian took a deep breath and spoke. “When you came into my life again, I despised you. I thought you were arrogant, spoiled, and a prince playing at a knight in shining armor.” Several gasps filled the hall, but Sebastian went on. “I was cruel to you just so you would leave me alone, but you didn’t. You kept speaking of romance and love, and I thought only a fool would try capturing my heart. Instead, day after day, I realized that you weren’t the fool, I was. Because when I finally gave you love and trust, in return, you gave me no regrets. You showed me that sincerity and earnestness do exist, and when you stood up to Trenton, you were no fake hero.” The image of Turren surrounded by Trenton’s power and fearing for the prince flashed in his mind. Sebastian squeezed Turren’s hands to banish it. “But you can never do anything like that again. You can’t teach me love and then die on me. That is unacceptable!”


  Turren smiled so brightly that the room blurred, but Sebastian refused to admit he was crying. To make matters worse, tears streamed down Turren’s face.


  “I promise,” Turren said and gently kissed Sebastian’s knuckles. Sobs broke out in the crowds, and Queen Anne hugged her husband.


  The priest cleared his throat again and everyone quieted. “Please exchange rings.”


  Alice prodded Broden to the podium and there were more “awwws.” He opened his small pouch and delicately handed a gold ring to Sebastian and a gold ring with a red stripe to Turren. They placed them on each other’s fingers and faced the priest again.


  “By the power bestowed upon me, I seal this union in the eyes of the Gods, and pronounce you husbands until death and into the next life. You may kiss.”


  Sebastian slowly raised his hands as Cecilia had instructed. Several hands moved to mouths in his peripheral vision. Fingers on the edge of his hood, Sebastian brought it down quickly. Turren leaned forward as the great hall erupted into shouts and kissed him.


  “You are nothing but trouble,” Turren whispered when their lips parted. He held Sebastian close and sighed. “They’ll talk about this for years. Hey, where’s that light coming from?”


  “Hm?” Sebastian had closed his eyes and opened them to white light glowing brighter and brighter. It came from below him, and Sebastian looked down. The amulet that still refused to come off pulsed with power. Roots of its magic spread out from him as if he were a tree and showed him that every life in the huge room was at his mercy with one thought. “That thing hasn’t so much as twinkled since the fight with Trenton. Why is it acting out now?”


  Turren blinked and then smiled from ear to ear. “What makes a pure soul extra purer?”


  “I don’t know,” Sebastian said. “I didn’t eat anything weird today.”


  “But how are you feeling now, especially about me?”


  “Happy and….” Sebastian paused. “This damn thing runs on pure love, doesn’t it?” The amulet glowed brighter. The roots disappeared, and it was just the two of them again. It’s my wedding day, so stay quiet! Sebastian ordered the amulet. It seemed to partially listen and be content with illuminating them. That’s a good sign, but I’m still smashing it when I find something strong enough to do it.


  “Sebastian, you’re making me blush,” Turren said.


  “Shut up! How do I get it to stop?”


  “I’m not interested in doing that right now.” Turren grabbed Sebastian’s waist and pulled him closer.


  “You’re just being greedy,” Sebastian said.


  “Yep.” Turren kissed Sebastian’s chin and moved to his waiting mouth.


  “Bad puppy,” Sebastian said before Turren’s mouth closed over his and ravished it.


  EPILOGUE


   


   


  LADY ORWELL led them deeper into the woods, and Turren blinked in confusion. He probably isn’t used to everyone being so nice to each other. It was the one day of the year they were considerate and kind. No insults in the morning, no jabs at their parents, and no complaints from anyone about wanting more in life. Today was about appreciating life. When headstones came into view, Turren looked at Sebastian as realization dawned in his eyes.


  “It’s the day Richard died, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Lord Orwell said. “We come here every year to honor him.”


  On this one day of the year, Sebastian’s mother walked with hesitation in her steps. The closer they got to the graves, the more she shook with grief. She kneeled at the headstone of a large stallion rearing up and touched Richard’s name written across the plaque. “My sweet, sweet boy,” she whispered.


  “Kevin and I will set up the blankets,” James said. They gathered their food and baskets and spread everything out on the ground.


  “We come here each year, and we spend the day with him so he won’t be lonely, wherever he is,” Sebastian said without his usual practicality.


  “That is a very sweet way to honor the dead,” Turren said.


  “And we get to introduce you to him this year,” Ophelia told him.


  “Me?”


  Sebastian smiled. “All new family members have to give their greetings.”


  Turren grinned. “I’m honored to carry on the tradition.”


  Lady Orwell held out her hand and gently beckoned for Turren to move beside her. “This is Prince Turren. I know, Sebastian got quite the catch. You were probably the only one except for Ophelia who thought Sebastian wouldn’t die alone.” Lady Orwell laughed without wiping her tears away. “Turren reminds me a little of you. So headstrong and adventurous. I’m sure you two would have gotten along well.”


  “And he’s making our serious Sebastian take chances. That boy is too old for his own good,” Lord Orwell said, standing next to Lady Orwell’s shoulder.


  Turren blushed. “Well, Sebastian is teaching me to take less dumb chances, so we help each other.”


  “As a couple should,” Lady Orwell said.


  “I have the chicken ready!” James called out.


  “All right, let’s eat and share our memories of Richard,” Lord Orwell said.


   


   


  SEBASTIAN AND Diana watched the family as they finished off pie and chatted gaily with each other. “Why can’t we be this nice to each other every day?”


  “Because we can only stand each other for one day. Someone will ruin it before the night ends,” Diana promised.


  “But we don’t try to be nice during the rest of the year,” Sebastian said.


  “The two of you can barely stand a whole day of everyone’s company,” Lady Orwell interrupted them. “Off by yourselves as usual.”


  Diana crossed her arms defiantly. “You found us quickly, so we didn’t wander off far enough.”


  “When are you going to bring a companion to meet Richard?” Lady Orwell engaged her daughter since Diana had broken the unwritten truce.


  “Bringing a consort to meet you would only drive off the sane ones.”


  Lady Orwell sighed. “That means never.”


  Diana looked thoughtfully at their mother. “When one of us passes again, are you going to care as much as you did with Richard?”


  Sebastian’s eyes widened. “Wait, I think that’s a little harsh.”


  “Of course you do, Sebastian. You married into royalty and you’re beautiful. She’ll probably miss you the most. Maybe James as second, but the rest of us.” Diana shook her head. “I do wonder.”


  Lady Orwell laughed. “Since this is our day of honesty, I’ll let you in on a few secrets. I loved Richard, but he wasn’t my favorite.” She glanced at the rest of the Orwells sitting and enjoying each other’s company. “The reason I married your father was for this type of life. Back home, I was expected to sit on a mantle looking pretty and have many beautiful children.”


  “I’m sorry we disappointed you,” Diana said bitterly.


  “You misunderstand, child. I’m happy that most of you turned out to look like your father. I hated home and its expectations. And I hated everything that reminded me of it.” Lady Orwell turned her identical green eyes onto Sebastian. “The reason why I was absent for your younger years is because I resented you. Honestly, I didn’t believe I could love you after you were first presented to me. All I saw when I looked at you was home.”


  Sebastian’s chest tightened even though he had constantly told himself he never wanted his parents’ approval. He didn’t expect his mother to hate him.


  “But then the oddest thing happened. Out of all my little ones, you turned out the most like your father.”


  Sebastian gasped. “I’m nothing like him!”


  Lady Orwell smiled. “A bookish boy who crawled into his father’s library at four and finished it by twelve.” She laughed. “You even scheme to keep the family together like he does. There was no way I couldn’t love you, and you became my second favorite.” Lady Orwell turned to Diana. “The thing I fear the most is boredom, and with you, I am anything but. You were feisty the moment you were born, and you remind me of the parts of myself that gave me the courage to defy my clan. I will win our battle of wills by telling you my greatest secret. You, Diana, are the child I’ve always loved the most.” Lady Orwell stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek. “You are the daughter who is wholly mine without a single touch of the fey in you, and I wouldn’t have you any other way.” She left her two stunned children to rejoin the rest of the Orwells.


  “I am not like Father,” Sebastian whispered again.


  “I am… I am not like her!” Diana sniffled out and Sebastian watched his sister in shock.


  “Are you crying?”


  “No!” she wailed and ran away.


  Lady Orwell smirked over her second piece of pie as Sebastian shook his head. “She fights dirtier than a wounded dragon. Gods, why have you put me in this insane family?”


  CHARACTER LIST


   


   


  ORWELL FAMILY:


  Lord Caspian Orwell, husband of Lady Cynthia Orwell


  - Caspian has some supernatural in him, and is able to do magic


  - Cynthia is part fey and has inhuman strength and other skills.


  Children (in order of birth):


  - James, married to Ellie (wizard)


  o James has inhuman strength


  o Child: Girl (seer)


  o James and Ellie own an inn


  - Kevin, husband of Luke (part human and incubus)


  o Kevin has inhuman strength


  - Alice, wife of Mernon (the Black, a famous assassin)


  o Alice has inhuman strength


  o Children: 2 girls, 2 boys


  o May


  o Brennan


  o Terrian


  o Broden


  - Diana (Apothecary with some magic)


  - Demetrius


  - Richard (wizard, Queen’s guard, deceased)


  o Family mediator


  - Ophelia (seer)


  o In a relationship with Frederick Pasley


  o Family mediator


  - Rebecca, married to Emily (part human and undine)


  o Both Rebecca and Emily are fencers


  o Rebecca is Pratchett’s twin sister


  - Pratchett


  o Twin brother to Rebecca


  - Kraven


  o Third youngest


  - Cecilia, married to Berados (part human and troll)


  o Cecilia has inhuman strength


  o Child: Mabel


  - Sebastian (youngest, magic-blessed, and an earth elemental wizard)


   


  ROYAL FAMILY:


  King Harris and Queen Anne


  Child: Prince Turren


  King Harris’s cousin: Lord Frederick Pasley


  King Harris’s bother: Former King Alchone who is living in banishment


  - They all have magical powers.


   


  ROYAL GUARDS:


  Captain Pembrost


  Lieutenant Adams


  Sergeant Hooper


  Sergeant Vendrix


  Sergeant Bradley


  Sergeant Thimbly


  Sonny


   


  VARIOUS MAGES:


  Margaret


  Lord Harold Bast


  Trey Ausher (also an innkeeper)


   


  CUSTOMERS OF HAROLD’S BOOKSHOP:


  Mr. Jenkins


  Ms. Crane


   


  ANTAGONISTS – All trained under the wizard, Master Uvel, with Lord Orwell


  Trenton Keyes


  Dalia


  Feoras


   


   


  LARNLYON NOBLES:


  Earl Grenwish


  Lord Ulani


  Lord Piadas: Ambassador to Anerith and presently stationed back at Larnlyon because of the amulet’s theft. Possesses some magic.


   


  COUNTRIES:


  Larnlyon:


  - Currently ruled by King Harris and Queen Anne


  - Capital city: Trellium


   


  MORE CITIES:


  Cern – Home to Wizards’ Row where James, Ellie, and Lord Trey Ausher live.


  Bruwen – Home to Kevin, Luke, Margaret, and Harold


  Anerith:


  - Former king: King Orsen


  Jesaro:


  - Lawless country and home of the Guild of Assassins


  Sanctity Territories:


  - Country where all magic is banished
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