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Pronunciation Guide

MATHAN CLAN CHARACTERS

Fiona — [fee-OH-nuh] - Queen of Tirglas

Duncan — [DUN-kuhn] - Prince consort of the queen

Gordon — [GAW-duhn] - First child of the queen

Muireall — [MURE-ee-al] - Gordon’s wife (deceased)

Moire — [MOY-rah] - Oldest child of Gordon & Muireall (deceased)

Sorcha — [SOR-a-kha] - Only surviving child of Gordon & Muireall

Nora — [NAW-ruh] - Second child of the queen

Calder — [KOL-duh] - Nora’s husband (deceased)

Balgair — [ba-La-ge-R] - Eldest child of Nora & Calder (deceased)

Bruce — [BROOS] - Eldest surviving child of Nora & Calder

Ethan — [EE-thuhn] - Second surviving child of Nora & Calder

Mac — [MAK] - Youngest surviving child of Nora & Calder

Hamish — [HAY-miSH] - Third child of the queen

Caitlyn — [CAT-leen] - Fourth child of the queen

 

UDYNEAN CHARACTERS

Jagesh Mhanek — [JUG-esh mah-nek] - Emperor of Udynea.

Darshan vris Mhanek — [DAHR-shuhn VRIH-iss mah-nek] - Imperial Prince.

Anjali vlos Mhanek — [uhn-Juh-LEE vah-loss mah-nek] - Imperial Princess & Darshan’s twin sister.

Tarendra Praash — [Tah-Ren-DRa p-rAH-sh] - Lord of Nulshar and Onella’s son.

Aagney Praash — [Ahg-ney p-rAH-sh] - Count of Nulshar and Onella’s husband.

Daama — [DAH-mah] – Darshan’s nanny.

Zahaan — [ZAH-hahn] – Darshan’s spymaster.

 

DARSHAN’S HALF-SISTERS

Onella vlossina Mhanek — [OH-nel-LA vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Monah vlossina Mhanek — [MOH-nah vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Suravi vlossina Mhanek — [soo-rah-vee vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Nidhi vlossina Mhanek — [NIH-dee vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Nita vlossina Mhanek — [NEE-tuh vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek] (Deceased)

Indira Bajaaj — [in-DEE-ruh bah-jAh-juh] (Deceased)

Vinata Joshi — [vee-NAH-tah JOSH-ee]

Neetu vlossina Mhanek — [nee-too vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek] (Deceased)

Asmee vlossina Mhanek — [az-mee vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Ketana vlossina Mhanek — [keh-TAH-nah vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Dalaja vlossina Mhanek — [Dah-LAH-jah vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek] (Deceased)

Kamya vlossina Mhanek — [kah-me-yah vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek] (Deceased)

Devak vlossina Mhanek — [DEH-vak vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Jheel vlossina Mhanek — [jee-l vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Vritti vlossina Mhanek — [VREE-ti vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Hansika vlossina Mhanek — [HAN-see-ka vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

Aditi vlossina Mhanek — [ah-DEE-tee vah-loss-see-nah mah-nek]

 

PLACES

Tirglas — [teer-gLahs]

Udynea Empire — [yu-dun-nee-ah]

Dvärghem — [D-VAiRg-h-yem]

Domian Empire — [dah-MEE-ahn]

Cezhory — [sez-HOR-ee]

Mullhind — [moll-hind]

Minamist — [me-nah-mist]

Nulshar — [Nul-shAR]

Rolshar — [Rol-shAR]

 

ITEMS & PHRASES

Infitalis — [in-fi-tee-ah-lis]

Sherwani — [shuh-wah-nee]

Khutani — [kuh-oo-tah-nee]

Paalangik — [pah-lan-gihk]

Mea lux — [may-uh luks]

 

Nae — [neh] No/Not.

Cannae — [can-neh] Cannot/Can’t.

Dinnae — [din-neh] Do not/Don’t.

Didnae — [did-neh] Did not.

Doesnae — [does-neh] Does not.

Meself — [mee-self] Myself.

Me — [mee] My.

Willnae — [will-neh] Will not/Won’t.

Wouldnae — [wood-neh] Would not/Wouldn’t.
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Marriage changes a man.

Darshan had heard those words from the lips of so many that he had forgotten who first spoke them to him. Probably Grandfather. The man had been catty enough to utter such statements, usually addressed to his own son. The phrase was often uttered to Darshan in the hopes of having him take that heinous leap towards courting this or that noblewoman.

He never would’ve considered they were actually right. Even the thought of admitting such rather brought upon the urge to scoff at his younger self. How arrogant he had been to believe he’d understood the world.

What he wished he had done back then was ask a simple question to those platitude-spewing faces. How so? Maybe then he might’ve had an answer as to why his sleep, which had once resembled that of the dead, was now disturbed at the slightest jostle of his husband.

Like right now.

Groaning, Darshan rolled over. Every morning, ever since they had left Hamish’s homeland, he awoke to the same hurried attempt of the man dressing. He had hoped it would’ve improved the further they travelled from the Tirglasian border.

It hadn’t.

Sitting up, Darshan groped for his glasses even as he squinted into the darkness. Gods, it’s not even dawn. The moon sat high in the gossamer clouds, barely a crescent. The lack of light hampered his attempts to distinguish Hamish’s figure creeping across the floor. Even his glasses didn’t do much to help.

His ears picked up the gentle rustle of clothes being gathered from wherever they had flung them during last night’s frenzied stripping as they made for the bed. As it had earlier, his husband’s panting dominated the otherwise silent inn room, albeit far less pleasing than the pleasure-drenched gasps that had serenaded him a few hours ago.

Darshan extended his hand and summoned a small globe of light to balance on his palm, increasing the orb’s brightness until the walls were bathed in its glow. It threw stark shadows across everything, warping their lines.

Including that of his husband.

“Hamish?” Darshan whispered. With that broad-shouldered back turned to him, there was no actual way to tell if the man wasn’t getting dressed in his sleep. He might not have been during the last umpteen times he had woken Darshan this way, but there was always a first.

The bulk of his husband straightened at the address. The shadow he threw engulfed half the far wall. He whirled about, his sapphiric eyes wide and glistening with fear. His ragged panting lessened but didn’t fade completely. It could’ve been the stark lighting, but the brown shade of his skin seemed a touch on the grey side.

“Another nightmare?” Darshan kept his voice light. Hard to do when the foreign words sat so thickly on his tongue, but his husband responded to his native Tirglasian language far better when in this state.

There had been so many nightmares over the weeks. Ghostly mockeries of the oppressive life Hamish had been forced to live for so many years. How Darshan wished he could pluck them free and gift the man some measure of rest.

“Aye.” His husband’s admission came on the wings of a blustering, teary sigh.

“The bear again?” Darshan dreaded those nightmares the most. Even speaking the word conjured the image of his husband lying broken and bleeding in the beast’s jaws.

Hamish shook his head, the coils of unbound fiery orange-red hair swaying at the motion. Deceptively, they tumbled just to the middle of the man’s back, but were long enough to reach his backside when pulled straight. “Worse. Me mum…” Giving a tear-rattling sniff, he turned his back on Darshan. “You— She— I dreamt she had… had—”

The soft, sibilant hiss of a hush that escaped Darshan’s lips was out before he could think. He slid across the mattress, slowly so as not to startle the man, and sat on the edge. “Come here, mea lux.” He patted the blankets, ignoring the slight grittiness that coated his fingers.

Hamish responded woodenly, settling on the bed with a rather hefty thud.

Darshan’s fingers brushed the man’s light undershirt, the thin fabric already damp with sweat despite being recently donned. He shuffled behind Hamish to wrap his arms around the broad shoulders. “It is all right,” he mumbled into his husband’s neck. This close, the rapid beat of Hamish’s heart was palpable through Darshan’s chest. “You are safe. This is real. I am real and very much alive. We are far from her influence.”

The body in his grasp shuddered. “Dar…”

“Hush.” He wrapped his legs around Hamish’s waist, holding tight lest the hairy beast of a man decided he knew better. “Just be still for a bit. Let your body calm down.”

The muscles under his arms stiffened. “But—”

“I said, hush.” He burrowed his face into the man’s neck, seeking the damp skin to smother it in little kisses. His lips brushed the puckered scars adorning this side. The puncture marks of bear fangs. “I am not going anywhere. And no one is coming to spirit you away. I promise.”

Hamish took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

Darshan pressed his lips together, trying not to let his irritation show. It wasn’t Hamish’s fault that waking in a room other than his own quarters set off a once very real fear of being dragged away by his mother’s guards to be imprisoned like a wayward child. “There is nothing to be sorry for, mea lux.”

There had to be a way to rid Hamish of this lingering terror. They would find it. Together.

“I didnae mean to wake you.”

“I’m a light sleeper,” he purred in his own tongue. It wasn’t entirely a lie. Even if it hadn’t been true his whole life, it was now. Thank the gods for small mercies. Who knew where Hamish would wind up before common sense got the best of him if Darshan never woke to calm him? “Sleep is overrated anyway.” His gaze drifted to the window. Still no sign of dawn. “Would you prefer an early start?” It would give them a great deal of time on the road. “We could reach Nulshar’s gates by midday.” Perhaps they could even book passage on a lakeship and be across the Shar before anyone in the city, like his half-sister’s cronies, noticed their arrival.

This bit of news was greeted by silence.

“ ‘Mish?”

Again, Hamish sighed. This time, it was weary. “I dinnae understand why you’re so eager to reach Minamist. You cannae expect me to believe your father will be pleased about you marrying me.”

No. Not pleased would be an understatement. His father, ruler of all Udynea and Mighty Hammer of the South, would be furious. Not only for Darshan’s impertinence to marry a man when there was no sign of an heir forthcoming, but also for the distinct lack of announcement or even an alliance with Tirglas. Nor would there be until another took the Tirglasian throne as Hamish’s mother had been on the brink of threatening war before disowning her son.

Darshan patted his husband’s chest. “Let me worry about that.” It was going to take a fair bit of talking to convince his father that an endless supply of assassins couldn’t fix what would no doubt be seen as Darshan’s blatant disregard of his duties. Hopefully, he could placate his father with his plans for an heir. It was what everyone had always wanted from him, after all. “Instead, let us focus on getting you back into bed.”

“I’ll nae be able to sleep,” Hamish mumbled. Nevertheless, he followed Darshan’s guiding hands and slipped beneath the covers.

“Just lie there.” Darshan fussed with the blankets, ensuring Hamish was tucked in before snuggling against him. Lying at Hamish’s back, he was suddenly confronted by just how much of a climb his husband was to a rather less gigantic form such as himself. Hamish’s body had been moulded from years of archery and it definitely showed in the definition of his shoulders and back. “This looked rather different in my head.”

Chuckling, Hamish rolled over. “I’m nae one for lying on me side anyway. Come here.” He wriggled his arm beneath Darshan’s head before curling it around a shoulder.

A small, contented sigh slipped from Darshan’s lips. His husband might not have any great strength when it came to magic, but the warm press of his embrace definitely made up for it.

He smoothed back his husband’s hair, not an easy task as the coils failed to heed all but Hamish’s ministrations. Very much unlike Darshan’s own brown curls that actually did go where they were told.

“You know, I fell for you the first time I saw you,” Darshan murmured in his own tongue, attempting to fill the air and get the man’s mind off his nightmare.

He thought back to the day they had first met, barely a few months ago. Before his arrival at Tirglas, he had despaired taking up the task of ambassador—and not only because of the dreadful journey across the rocky seas. Tirglas was a land where the locals were suspicious of both him and his magic. The only relief to the idea of being surrounded by people had been in the hope that the trade negotiations would’ve been swift.

Then he had clapped eyes on Hamish and had forgotten all about his duties.

The deep rumble of his husband’s laughter vibrated through the bed. “Even with the bloody mess I’d been in?” Hamish had arrived late. Too much so to properly greet what he had expected would be a Udynean countess. Consequently, he had entered the castle courtyard still splattered with pig’s blood from hunting down a rogue boar for a neighbouring farmer.

“Even standing there like a vengeful god.” Darshan caressed Hamish’s jawline, mindful of his rings so they didn’t snag in the man’s thick beard. “As soon as I looked into your eyes.” Like gems. He used to find the comparison ridiculous, but it was true. The bluest aquamarine. One look was all it had taken to dazzle him. “And I knew, I had found my light.”

Their bodies bounced further as another huff of laughter snorted out Hamish’s nose. “Fortunate that I like men then, isnae it?”

He grinned. “Oh, I’m sure I could have persuaded you otherwise.”

Scoffing, Hamish rolled his eyes. “Even if I’d been married? With children?” 

Darshan’s throat tightened. That would’ve been Hamish’s fate a long time ago had the man been at all inclined towards any woman. “It wouldn’t have been the first time I slept with a married man,” he mumbled. Or betrothed ones. Being the vris Mhanek and heir to the empire, quite a few men in the Crystal Court were more than eager to offer up their bodies in the hope of garnering his favour.

 “Really?”

Darshan sat up, leaning on his outstretched arm. “You think that wouldn’t have happened? I am quite the whore.” Even though he never gave a single soul his word, never mind anything of substance, that he chose to indulge in whatever took his fancy had rather been a bone of contention for his father.

Still, overstepping those boundaries had seen him sent to Tirglas as an ambassador. Where he had landed right into Hamish’s arms and thrown a wasp’s nest into the man’s world.

“Nae anymore.” Hamish rolled over, pinning Darshan beneath him. “I’ve made an honest man out of you, remember?”

Darshan chuckled to himself. “That you have.” Him? Married? His father was barely going to believe it. “I guess I shall have to leave a slew of broken-hearted men in our wake.”

“There’ll nae be too many of them, I hope.”

“A stubborn few.” There were always those who believed they could get a little extra if they just pushed hard enough. He caressed Hamish’s side, curling over the bulk to rub deep circles beneath the shoulder blade. “Or maybe they’ll understand once they see you.”

A soft moan gusted from Hamish’s lips. He dropped his shoulder, the act gifting Darshan a better angle to keep massaging to the accompaniment of Hamish’s sighs. One sapphiric eye cracked open to peer at Darshan. “Have I ever told you how glad I am you didnae listen to me about competing for me hand?”

Many times. Darshan didn’t think he would ever tire of hearing it, for it meant Hamish had no regrets about confronting his mother, Queen Fiona, or the disownment and exile she had lashed back with. “I never would have left you there, mea lux.” The mere thought of walking away and allowing Hamish’s mother to subject him to a life of matrimony with a woman the man didn’t want…

He couldn’t think of it any further.

He wound his limbs around Hamish, pulling him closer and not caring how his chest objected to the suddenness of his husband’s weight landing on him. Hamish moulded to him so well that it was hard to picture him being anywhere else.

“Do you ever think that…?” Hamish mumbled into Darshan’s shoulder. “That maybe I… succumbed to me injuries and this is actually me afterlife?”

Darshan pushed his husband back far enough to see the man’s face. “If you had, then that would have to mean I perished alongside you.” They didn’t often talk about that fateful morning, for it brought on too many painful memories. He ran his hands up his husband’s neck, seeking the scars adorning either side. The remnants of wounds that had nearly taken Hamish’s life.

The memory of the attack flashed through his mind. Of Hamish dying soundlessly beneath the bear, too far gone to scream. Of how the beast still tore into him. How the stench of burning fur and flesh filled the air as Darshan retaliated to the attack.

Then there was only the red pulse of his husband’s blood flowing onto the forest floor and the searing torture of Darshan draining the life from the surrounding land, straddling the line between acceptable and forbidden magic, all to bring Hamish back from the brink.

Saving his husband’s life had been no small feat. But he would do it all again if necessary.

“If this is what comes after,” Darshan murmured, trying to keep his voice light. “Then your Goddess is terrible to make you travel months on the road, especially in this weather.” After the fine weather that had greeted their arrival to Udynea, only the light showers proceeding the dry season had dominated the skies. “One of our gods would’ve immediately had you sitting in the lap of luxury.”

“Or all this travelling is a penance for seeking to take me own life.” Smiling mirthlessly, Hamish patted Darshan’s flank, the gentle slap of his palm on bare flesh rather loud. “Come on, let go of me.”

Darshan relented, unwinding himself from the man. “Quite right, we should be on our way.” Home awaited, after all, even if it would take some weeks to reach the imperial capital.

And finally face his father’s disapproval.
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“Come on,” Darshan groaned, flopping his head back against the armrest of his chaise lounge. An age must’ve passed since he had first reclined here and, still, Hamish had yet to emerge from the blasted walk-in wardrobe. How difficult could it be for the man to pull on a few clothes and fasten some toggles?

If it had been the same fiddly buttons that adorned Darshan’s outfit, he would’ve understood the delay, but he had expressly demanded ease from the tailors when it came to his husband’s clothes.

He took another swig of wine, savouring the fruity flavour. Holding up the wineglass allowed the sunlight to glitter through the wine—the rays a splay of prismatic colour thanks to the stained-glass doors at his back.

Those same rainbow-hued beams also warmed the room, which made keeping the balcony doors closed more troublesome the longer they lingered. As it was, the doors were closed not only to ward off any chill and contain the bustle out in the courtyard below, but to also give Darshan some reprieve from the endless whispers rustling on the wind. He would need to speak with a hedgewitch about the latter once they arrived at Minamist; there was generally one wandering the palace grounds.

Swallowing his mouthful of wine, Darshan returned to verbalising his complaints in the hopes that it would hasten his husband along. “It cannot be that much of a disaster.”

“Soon,” Hamish promised.

Darshan tapped a finger against the stem of his wine glass. Each clink of his ring gave off a different musical note, the variations added by him slowly lowering the level of the pale wine. “I want to see.”

What he actually wanted was to be free of this accursed city. If there was a place in all of the Udynea Empire that Darshan could hate more than the lakeside city of Nulshar, he hadn’t found it. As the slave capital of the empire, its main export was people and pain.

The city knew it was largely reviled. The city didn’t care. The Udynea Empire ran on the backs of its slaves. They had to come from somewhere. As much as he hated that thought, reversing centuries of indoctrination would take more than his lifetime and he could do nothing with the laws until taking his father’s place on the throne.

But this city was also the home of Onella; the eldest of his half-sisters. And his biggest annoyance.

To top it off, his homicidal sibling had invited them to her estate this evening under the guise of a soirée. She had even seen that it was held in honour of his approaching birthday. And since he was in the city, social convention kept him from declining the invitation. At least, it would be bad form to refuse without illness or injury, either of which would need to be life-threatening to bypass his magic’s innate healing abilities. And he wasn’t prepared to have Hamish fake anything either.

He could just see it now if he tried, all the vicious rumours she would spread about Hamish’s influence on their vris Mhanek in Darshan’s absence. He couldn’t allow any of Onella’s rumours to take hold, for Hamish’s sake.

Huffing, he once more unrolled the scroll bearing the now-broken seal of a vlossina. Being the only one of the Mhanek’s daughters who resided in this dismal city, she hardly needed to use it or the signature on the bottom of the letter. To have both marking the parchment hinted at uncertainty in her status. As she should be.

The invite was curt and as two-faced as its inscriber. And for her to explicitly talk about him bringing Hamish? Dying to meet him.

There was no mention of his husband by name, although she had to know it. What do you have planned? Darshan was certain this soirée was more a case of her wanting his husband in a convenient position to ascertain Hamish’s weaknesses, if not see the man dead. Quite a few means to that end.

How he hated throwing Hamish into the deep end with this blasted soirée, but if they managed his half-sister well enough, then there was little else the Crystal Court could throw at them that they wouldn’t be able to handle together.

Darshan tapped a forefinger on the edge of the parchment and absently scratched at the chain around his neck. The act disturbed the heart-shaped ruby pendant; Hamish’s favour, gifted after Darshan had made it through the second trial for his husband’s hand. He hadn’t removed it once since then.

He would need to keep a close eye on Hamish during their stay. That could be irksome and possibly signal an opening to those who wanted their vris Mhanek dead. Perhaps he could play off the whole newly-wedded bliss angle.

It was largely true. They’d only been married for a little over two months. 

In and out. That was all he had required from this leg of their journey. The plan to arrange a lakeship passage for them and their horses across the Shar should’ve been a simple one. They could’ve easily taken their leave of this city before nightfall. And they would have, had there not been that blasted messenger waiting for him at the docks.

I should’ve kept the damn thing quiet. But Hamish had asked and they had promised to keep nothing from each other.

They had argued about it whilst standing on the dockside for a solid half-hour with Darshan insistent on keeping to their plan whilst Hamish queried the consequences of ignoring an invite to a soirée hosted specifically for the vris Mhanek.

You cannae let her have any quarter, nae even to protect me. Hamish’s reminder echoed through his mind.

Darshan was used to having his words thrown back at him. He just hadn’t expected it from his husband. He’d been far more preoccupied with wondering if Onella had known they would reach the docks at that time. It seemed more likely that her messenger had sat around for days waiting for their arrival. According to his own network, those under his half-sister’s employ were a useless sort.

Yet, she knew he was married. That alone smacked of her relying on siphoning the dregs from their father’s imperial network of eyes and ears. If she still had access to them, then she was still in their father’s favour and surely wouldn’t jeopardise that position by going back on her promise to refrain from endangering Darshan’s life.

He was confident the protection from her machinations would stand as long as their father still lived, just as he had been forbidden to permanently remove her. Their spouses and any children were likewise exempt from a lethal strike, not that Darshan had any desire to drag his nephew into their little spat.

All this, Hamish knew. And he still agreed that attending would be better than just slipping out of the city.

“Do hurry it along, mea lux,” Darshan muttered. Catching his sour expression in the floor-to-ceiling mirror that made up one wall of the royal dressing suite, he rubbed a thumb and forefinger across his moustache in an attempt to soothe his impatience. His fingers idly followed the itchy path of slightly shorter hairs he was growing down either side of his mouth, before finally stroking his goatee. “We’ll barely have time to make it as it is.” Fashionably late was one thing, tardy was unacceptable.

“Unknot whatever bunch you’ve got your smalls in, will you?” his husband growled in his native Tirglasian. “I’m coming out. Just dinnae you snicker, you hear? This whole bloody outfit was your decision.”

Darshan flicked his attention from his reflection to Hamish, pushing his glasses back up his nose to garner the clearest view as his husband finally exited the wardrobe to examine himself in the mirror.

They had spent two months travelling across the Udynea Empire. During that time, the finery Darshan preferred had been pushed aside for practicality and warmth. But whilst they’d been in agreement that their travel attires were hardly appropriate for a soirée, Darshan had been greeted with his usual array of choices awaiting his perusal within his wardrobe. Hamish had only the clothes on his back.

Until now.

Darshan had spent a good half hour explicitly stating what his husband’s newly commissioned outfit would require. Complementing his husband’s glorious eyes—the perfect shade of aquamarine blue that so did remind him of the sea near Minamist—had been a must. But not too much. His husband not only detested the colour, but all hues thereof. It was a miracle in itself that Hamish had accepted Darshan’s original, and rather impromptu, gift of a silver ring with a gem that matched his eyes precisely.

Darshan’s throat tightened as his gaze slunk down the vision that was Hamish decked in silken threads the dusty white of hazy summer clouds. He’d been careful in specifying the cut was close in style to his husband’s overcoat, but he hadn’t counted on Hamish’s broad shoulders filling out the thigh-length sherwani enough to give him an intimidating silhouette. His height only adding to the effect.

The trousers were far more distracting. Tirglasian weather asked for a certain modesty in fashion that lighter fabrics couldn’t maintain without excessive, and unflattering, undergarments helping with the retaining of body heat. Darshan had grown accustomed to seeing Hamish in loose woollen fabric, not this snug slide of silk. What a shame that had been for, as glorious as his husband was in his shapeless attire, the new trousers framed his backside splendidly. He almost regretted that the sherwani would hide most of it from view. Almost.

He had to be the luckiest man alive for the gods to bless him with a husband that could’ve easily remained only real in his dreams. His light. His beacon.

“I feel like a right tit,” Hamish mumbled, shaking Darshan from his reverie.

“Well, I think you look positively ravishing.” Darshan lurched to his feet, the wine glass dangling indulgently in his fingers. “But what would I know?” He tilted his head, drinking the vision in even as he downed the last of his wine. “And it seems I was right about the colour.”

“I sparkle. A man should nae twinkle like a bauble.”

Darshan looked down at his own formal attire. The metallic thread and small gemstones glittered upon the golden silk. “Shouldn’t I?”

Hamish gave an exasperated huff. “I didnae mean you. You’re the vris Mhanek, you’re meant to stand out. You’re used to it. I’ve spent me whole life trying to blend in.”

In more ways than one. And the attempt to hide his true self had almost cost him his life. “I’m afraid there’s little chance of you avoiding drawing attention regardless of what you wore.” Even without arriving on Darshan’s arm, Hamish’s height would have him standing literally head and shoulders above much of the court.

Setting the wineglass aside, Darshan extended a forefinger as he rotated the digit in a languid circle. “How about you give us a twirl, mea lux. Let me see the rest.”

Grinning, Hamish obeyed. He ran his hands along the front, fiddling with the silver toggles until the last of them were closed. The toggles continued to glint in the sunlight as he twisted this way and that. It was fine work, especially done on such short notice. Whilst the sherwani was absent of the copious amounts of embroidery and gems that often adorned Darshan’s outfits, the tailors had made an attempt on the edges in crystalline thread that carried only a faint hint of blueness. If there had been the time, Darshan would’ve insisted on a few gems to accentuate the embroidery.

Darshan strode closer, his steps measured even as he openly admired his husband. The man’s boots didn’t exactly match the rest, but it couldn’t be helped beyond Hamish going barefoot and that would’ve given everyone the wrong impression. Only two types of people went without footwear: slaves and the impoverished.

Hamish fidgeted and tugged at the inner seam of his trousers. “I think they cut these a wee bit tight.”

“Nonsense.” Darshan had ensured the tailor understood that the cut needed to be a little looser than the current trend. “You’re merely used to having a glorified sail around your backside.” Still, the outfit was missing a little something. “Zahaan,” he called over his shoulder, summoning the elven man who he knew would be waiting just outside the door to the suite.

Zahaan entered swiftly enough, not bothering with a bow in favour of eyeing the room as though a threat might’ve snuck by his keen gaze. It was a habit Darshan had long since become accustomed to. But his stiffness, as well as the way he eyed Hamish, was new.

“Could you fetch me my slate grey shawl?”

“At once, vris Mhanek.” Zahaan paused in crossing the room to the wardrobe only to look Hamish over with a more critical eye. The act shifted the slim chain around his neck, crafted from magic-suppressing infitialis and emblazoned with the symbol of the vris Mhanek. It gleamed a dull purple in the sunlight as Zahaan turned on his heel. “For yourself? Or your husband?”

Darshan spread his arms wide, shaking out the shawl already wound around his shoulders. The fabric on himself was dyed a fiery orange-red that neatly complemented the shade of Hamish’s hair, whereas the gold thread in the trimming matched the pale gold of Darshan’s formal attire. “Clearly, not for myself, Zah.”

“One never knows with you,” Zahaan muttered before clearing his throat. As the sole son of Nanny Daama—who still oversaw the collective group of slaves Darshan and his twin, Anjali, had been gifted over the years—the elf was just as free with his tongue as his mother. “I would recommend the light blue.”

“No,” Darshan insisted at the same time his husband verbalised a similar sentiment.

Zahaan halted. The twitch of one brow was the only emotion upon his face. “The gold, then? Or possibly the silver.”

“I shall differ to your judgement on whichever.” Not taking his gaze off Hamish, Darshan waved the man on.

“Are you sure you’re willing to accept his suggestion without a thought?” his husband asked as Zahaan vanished into the wardrobe.

“When it comes to colours? Yes. Elves see the world a little more vividly than us humans. And I trust Zah to refrain from embarrassing either of us.” The man had grown up around both Darshan and Anjali, often learning the same subjects. He was the closest Darshan had to a brother. Older, too. By about three months.

Officially, Zahaan was here as Darshan’s emissary in a major trade hub. But Daama had trained her son well in espionage and Darshan utilised that talent in having Zahaan as his spymaster. Having all manner of news reached Darshan’s ears before it should had proved beneficial multiple times over the years.

That it also made for an interesting show when others interacted with the man was somewhat of a bonus. Many didn’t expect an elf to be so well-read, despite several holding high ranks amongst the palace staff.

Darshan ran a hand up Hamish’s chest, still admiring the sight whilst mumbling to himself. “A bit more embroidery would have this looking immensely better, but that can’t be helped. Maybe I can have it done once we reach Rolshar.” He stroked along the overcoat’s collar in whispering glides, smoothing out the wrinkles and adjusting the toggles.

Hamish remained still, seemingly captivated by the movements.

Satisfied that no one would disturb them for a few moments, Darshan curled his fingers into the cool fabric. The topmost toggle popped open with a quick flick of his magic. Then the next.

The outfit parted like it was made for him alone to remove.

“Gods,” Darshan growled in Tirglasian. His hand slid beneath the opening to splay across Hamish’s chest. The warmth of his husband’s skin soaked through the thin undershirt, blatantly teasing him. “I almost cannot wait to strip these from you tonight.” He tipped his head to one side, grinning wickedly as he fingered the sherwani. “Or maybe have you wear only this whilst you ride me.”

What a vision that would be. The pale silk glowing against Hamish’s brown skin as they both ground and thrust towards climax.

“Dar!” his name slipped out his husband’s lips on a wisp of a gasp. Hamish’s cheeks darkened, even as he jerked out of Darshan’s grip. Was he scandalised by the idea? They’d done similar a great many times throughout their journey from Tirglas to here. “I ken your passion feeds off your magic—and that the stronger the magic, the more it affects a spellster, and yadda-yadda—but do show a little decorum.”

Darshan had spent his weeks as an ambassador in Tirglas keeping his desires on a tight rein. It hadn’t been terribly difficult, what with the trials for Hamish’s hand and the man’s attempt at taking his own life. Even without those two points hanging over everything like a shroud, discretion had been advised on account of the land not being entirely forgiving about the activities of men like themselves. Not that Hamish would’ve considered Darshan as being at all restrained.

But they were in Udynea now. People would still care Darshan paraded about with a man on his arm, but only because it wasn’t them.

“Well, forgive me for finding my husband sexually attractive,” Darshan replied, the words a little sharper than the jesting tone he had meant. “Clearly, I should have found myself some utterly loathsome creature instead of a veritable god.”

Despite the acerbic note, Hamish’s lips still skewed into a poorly hidden smile. “Maybe you should have,” he mumbled into his beard, his attention dropping to the toggles. He fastened each one almost as swiftly as they had come undone. “I’m naewhere near as insatiable as you.”

Doubtful. Darshan bit his lip to keep the word from leaving his mouth. After his husband had weathered thirteen years of forced abstinence, anything Darshan offered would’ve seemed excessive. But this was a far cry from Darshan’s own hedonistic past that had seen him sent to Tirglas as a punitive measure.

Hamish glanced up as he finished fussing with the last toggle. “And I thought we agreed you wouldnae talk that way in public?”

Darshan spread his hands wide, gesturing to the entirety of the dressing room. Yes, he had most certainly agreed to spare Hamish his blushing in the presence of those who would use his husband’s easily flustered personality against him. However… “This is hardly public.”

The area might not have a bed or any other furniture to denote it as a place of intimate activities, but it was still part of his personal suite. They were free to be themselves within the confines of these walls and not have to worry about any act or word being used as fodder for those who meant the crown harm.

“We’re nae alone.” His gaze darted towards the wardrobe doorway, no doubt in search of Zahaan. “He might hear you.”

Darshan chuckled. “I’ve no doubt that he can.” Elves had an exceptional range of hearing that far surpassed humans and dwarves. But his spymaster had walked in on worse things. He also had enough sense to keep himself scarce. “But it is of no consequence. No one here can understand your language except for us. Naturally, that shall change in due course, but I plan to utilise this rare opportunity.”

“By whispering indecent things to me in the presence of others?”

“I assure you, my people are used to showing the utmost discretion.”

Hamish’s brows lowered. The twist of his mouth, almost hidden in his beard, suggested disbelief. And a touch of distaste.

Darshan didn’t blame him. Not when he knew his husband had spent a lifetime of having every little misdeed be known to the one person he should’ve been able to trust implicitly.

Zahaan cleared his throat. “The shawl, vris Mhanek?”

“Ah.” Darshan returned to his native language as he turned to Zahaan. He relinquished the swath of pearlescent cloth from the elf’s grasp. The shawl was heavy with silver embroidery and one Darshan loathed. Hopefully, it would look somewhat less heinous draped over Hamish than it did upon himself. “See to it that my husband’s measurements are sent to the imperial estate in Rolshar. I wish to commission attire suitable for the theatre. Something in slate, I would think.”

Zahaan bowed. “At once, vris Mhanek.” He hastened out the door.

“Does it nae get tiresome always having people refer to your title?” Hamish asked whilst Darshan fussed with the shawl.

“Should it? I don’t see how it’s any different to all the times you’re called your highness.” It wasn’t entirely comparable. Tirglas seemed to have a slightly more lax approach between their citizens and the nobility.

Hamish wrinkled his nose.

“There,” Darshan finally declared, stepping back. He had tucked the shawl into Hamish’s belt at the front, then arranged the light grey silk over his husband’s shoulders to drape delicately in the crook of his arm. It was the same position Darshan wore his own shawl.

Hamish mimicked Darshan’s stance, placing one hand at his waist where his fingers curled near the shawl as it travelled upwards.

Darshan caught a glimpse of them in the mirror. Whilst his own pose radiated the power and grace years of schooling had hammered into him, there was a lingering stiffness and uncertainty in Hamish’s posture. It’ll do. Perhaps the same confidence would come in time.

“Are you sure I cannae wear me own clothes?” Hamish asked.

“These are yours,” Darshan replied, once again stressing that point. Everything might’ve been thrown together at the last minute, but that didn’t make the attire any less of a gift.

“I mean the ones I came here in.”

“Wear travel garb to a soirée? Or the theatre?” He grimaced. Claiming they were pressed for time could’ve worked, had Darshan not immediately sent for tailors after getting the invitation. No doubt, a full report of what Hamish wore would’ve reached noble ears by now.

Hamish sighed. “Forget I asked, me heart.”

“Forgotten.” Darshan waved his hand, brushing the thought aside. It might take Hamish time to adjust to certain views held within the Crystal Court, but his husband was sharp. He would grasp the important things swiftly enough.

“But we dinnae have to go to the theatre.”

“Mea lux…” Darshan rubbed at his temple. “My original goal was to see you in Minamist before your debut at court. But if I have to entertain certain social standings by attending my dear half-sister’s soirée, I might as well enjoy our time alone. That includes a stop at one of Rolshar’s prestigious theatres.”

“And I need a new outfit for that? This isnae good enough?” He indicated the sherwani, the shawl slipping off his shoulder.

A gasping laugh briefly left Darshan’s lips before he pressed a hand to them, although the act did little to still the mirth quivering in his guts. “You simply cannot wear the same thing to two events like that. What if someone saw?” Had Hamish been travelling on his own, or at least without a guide well-versed in such matters, then the gaffe likely would’ve been excused. Not without ridicule, but swept aside as another mistake from the uncultured. Darshan couldn’t allow that.

“Will they nae think I’m being frugal with me husband’s money?”

“Trust me, with the investments I’ve made, a few new outfits will hardly leave me destitute.” Darshan clasped his husband’s hands, squeezing the fingers tight. “And, I promise, you’ll love the theatre.” Certainly more than either of them were about to enjoy the upcoming night.

Hamish rocked his head from side to side. His hair, the fiery orange-red coils gathered into its customary tail, bobbed like a pennant in the breeze. “I admit, I am a wee bit curious.”

“Now come.” Tugging Hamish along with him, Darshan marched for the dressing room entrance. “We should have just enough time for a small meal before the carriage is ready.”

“I thought you were in a hurry to leave. Will your sister nae feed us?”

“She certainly will try. And no doubt it shall be in copious amounts.” Onella loved to flaunt the size of her husband’s estate and the food it produced. Darshan expected no change in that respect tonight. “But I shall need you to eat beforehand.” Whilst he had been away from the court for far too many months, certain practices would’ve undoubtedly remained the same.

“And the reason we’ll nae be eating there is— What?” Hamish grumbled as they strode down the corridors leading to the dining room. “Will the food be poisoned?” A wisp of jesting slithered along the words, not quite masking his concern.

“That is always a possibility, but hopefully, my dear half-sister won’t stoop to something so crass.” He shook his head. Just how aware was Onella on the topic of Hamish’s lack of magical abilities? Especially when it came to anything beyond the act of precisely placing an arrow where the man aimed.

They would need to remain vigilant.

“The matter is somewhat more complicated,” Darshan continued on in Tirglasian. Whilst he trusted his own slaves and servants, a great deal of them awaited his return to the imperial capital of Minamist. Unlike their time in Tirglas, they hadn’t the luxury of casually chatting in the corridors. Not if they didn’t want other ears to hear them. “Most within the court like to use gatherings such as this as yardsticks upon which to measure the competition.”

“All right.” Hamish lengthened his stride for a few steps until he walked beside Darshan, where his husband’s longer legs enabled him to affect a sauntering air. “I’m nae seeing a connection to this and the grub being out of bounds, but carry on.”

“The current trend is towards benevolence, or rather, the veneer of it. Mostly towards slaves.” If only the court had kept within the spirit of the act, rather than how their gestures looked to others. He was certain a few of the upper nobility abused their rank by purchasing already healthy people to parade about before shipping them off.

His husband’s brows lowered in thought. “Wouldnae that be a good thing?”

It should’ve been. It had been, at first. Now? It was something of a sport. “In some circles,” he muttered. “But keeping slaves well-fed is not something that should need to be touted.” There shouldn’t even be slaves in his opinion, but trying to convince the senate otherwise could bring about a coup. He couldn’t risk that. “But a lot of those in the court love crowing about their supposed good deeds. And in some of the most ridiculous fashions.”

“Like at the soirée?” The last word fell clumsily from his husband’s lips. Not exactly one they had practised on their journeys.

Darshan inclined his head as he gestured for Hamish to enter through the doors at their right.

The dining hall had but one long table. The dark wooden frame and its chairs dominated the otherwise sparse room, the gilding accents glittering in the afternoon sun. Two places had been set at the far end, necessitating that they walk the length of the room, but it also meant Darshan wouldn’t have his back to the main door. With his father still ensconced upon his throne in Minamist, Darshan was free to sit at the head of the table.

The westward wall was largely an array of glass doors that opened out onto a lavish rooftop garden. Despite the heat, every single door was shut. Again, at Darshan’s insistence.

He was pleased to find the servants had also removed the potted bushes that generally adorned the eastward wall. He didn’t think he could stomach eating a bite whilst the cries of bound roots hummed in his head. At least the flowers on the table were dead enough to not scream, unlike the freshly cut ones that had greeted him in his bedchamber.

Already, he could see himself gaining a fresh reputation for having a strangely sudden distaste for the once pleasing floral arrangements. It was either that or allow the constant noise to drive him to distraction.

Hamish settled into the other chair, his head sitting just above the high back. “So, what will I be expecting once we get to your sister’s estate?”

Darshan sniffed. Technically, it was her husband’s estate, but few made that distinction. “Well, after the usual fanfare and mingling, there is—” Darshan fell silent despite still using Tirglasian to speak, as the door creaked open to allow a pair of elven men bearing covered platters to enter.

A third servant, a human woman, hurried in not long after and had joined the other two by the time they reached Darshan and Hamish. She carried a bottle of wine and a frothy tankard. Beer, as requested.

The men gracefully lowered the platters onto the table, removing the crystalline cloches as the woman hastened to set the tankard before Hamish and uncork the bottle. The aroma of mint and rosemary drifted up with the steam. Whatever the head cook’s objections were to Darshan’s request, it seemed they had tackled the task with their usual energy.

The roast lamb wasn’t exactly a Udynean staple, certainly not amongst the nobility, and Zahaan had wrinkled his nose at the very idea of Darshan requesting the preparation of what the man had called peasant food. But, embarrassingly, Darshan had grown fond of it during his time abroad.

Darshan raised his goblet, allowing the woman to fill it with deep red wine. He took a sip, spitting it straight back out as a rancid odour hit his senses. “This.” He set the goblet down and pushed it across the table. “Has spoiled.”

“It can’t have,” she insisted. “It… I—”

He raised a querying brow at her.

Gasping, the woman fell to her knees. “I humbly beg your forgiveness, vris Mhanek.” She clasped her hands, raising them above her head in supplication. “Of course, you would know better than I.”

Darshan’s stomach rolled at the sight. After the obstinate indifference shown to him by the servants at Castle Mullhind, he had forgotten the servile nature of his own people. It would only get worse as they ventured further south.

He gestured for her to stand. “These things happen.” At least, according to the man currently running Darshan’s vineyard. “Merely fetch another bottle, preferably of another vintage.” On the edge of his vision, the sight slightly warped by his glasses’ lens, he spied Hamish sniffing his tankard. “How is your drink?”

His husband’s nose wrinkled. “This doesnae even smell good enough for pig’s swill.” Still, he took a sip. “Tastes all right.” He grinned and winked at Darshan. “A bit on the weak side, though. I could almost mistake it for dirty water.”

Darshan barely lifted his gaze from Hamish, indicating the woman hasten to fulfil his request with the wave of a hand. “Could that possibly be because your brewers actually do put iron bars into that dreadfully dark ale you like so much, mea lux?”

“Puts hairs on your chest.”

“That would explain a lot.” Beneath the silk and fine linen of Hamish’s attire, he bore more than enough hair to keep several bodies warm.

Hamish’s eyes crinkled as he continued to drink. His sapphiric gaze drifted slightly and Darshan became all too aware of how the men still stood patiently to attention at his elbow.

“You may leave us,” he curtly commanded. Even if these men were in service to the empire, that didn’t absolve them from also being handsomely paid for any snippets of conversation they may garner.

Bowing, the men swiftly made themselves scarce.

Darshan waited until the door finally clicked shut. “As I was saying, we will be expected to mingle with whichever members of the court are in attendance.” A great deal of the lower nobility typically crowded Onella’s functions, hanging on her every word in an effort to garner favour. He didn’t expect this to be any different.

Hamish grunted around a chunk of lamb. They were both familiar with that part of court proceedings. Albeit, the Tirglasian court was a little more lax in interacting with their princes.

“Then there shall be dancing.” That had always been Darshan’s favourite part. And, this time, he’d be able to do so with Hamish. Whilst they had already danced together during his stay in Tirglas, they had only been able to do so in secret. “I cannot be entirely certain of the music, but it shall certainly be somewhat less vigorous than you are used to.” He picked up his fork and speared a heavily spiced yam.

“Does that mean there will be nae convincing you to dance a few steps of the Thrashing of the Reeds?”

Darshan laughed around his mouthful, recollecting how utterly lost he had been in most of the Tirglasian dances. “Was that the one that had that dreadful wailing instrument? Do you want me falling on my face in front of everyone?” Admittedly, the steps hadn’t been too much trouble when it was just the two of them, rather than the customary four, but most Udynean court music was far too light for any sort of high-intensity dancing.

“So, I guess dinner happens after the dancing?”

Darshan inclined his head. “That’s when you cannot eat. Even though they’ll set several courses of huge trays, brimming with all the delicacies you could want, before you.”

They both ate a few more mouthfuls in silence.

“Nae even a morsel?” Hamish mumbled into his drink.

“Well, the food isn’t really for eating.” Not by them.

“It’s nae for—?” Hamish slammed down his tankard, slopping beer onto the tabletop. “What’s the point of food you cannae eat?”

“It’s a test to see how much you will leave for your slaves.”

Giving a lip-rippling sigh, his husband leant back in the chair. “But I dinnae own any and all yours are in Minamist.” He glanced at the door, likely recalling his introduction to Zahaan. “Well, most of them. Are you nae bringing him along? That elven man is one of your slaves, right?”

“Technically, yes.” He hadn’t missed the thinly veiled disapproval in his husband’s voice. He had tried to explain how he often forgot about such details, just as he needed the occasional reminder that his Nanny Daama still belonged to his twin and himself. They’d grown up together. Daama had raised him. And Zahaan? “He is here under a different capacity, not as my valet.”

Hamish’s brow lifted, but he said nothing further.

Darshan popped another forkful into his mouth, chewing slowly as he tried to ignore his husband’s silent prodding. His resolve didn’t last long. “Not having any of our own slaves there hardly exempts us from people’s prying eyes.” He could bring Zahaan along rather than have the man attend to his usual duties, but offering up his full platter to Onella’s slaves in order to tweak her nose was an opportunity Darshan couldn’t resist.

“What about Onella? How much trouble should I be worried about her stirring?”

“She’ll scheme,” he replied with a shrug. “She always does, but we’re married. That should keep her from trying to harm you.” Onella was the main reason he had insisted on the ceremony before they left Tirglas.

“Should?”

“Her promise not to kill me whilst our father lives extends to my spouse,” he reminded Hamish. There was a risk that his half-sister wouldn’t believe they were actually wed, but Darshan was prepared for that. “She wants her son on the throne more than anything.” With her no doubt pulling the strings, seeing that the boy was around the same age as Hamish’s nephews. “Harming you would guarantee that never happened.”

“But it’ll also nae happen even if she doesnae try to kill me,” Hamish pointed out.

That was true and it could make her desperate. “We could just not go.” That was his preference.

“You’ve already said. But you cannae hide me from the court, or her, forever.”

Darshan sighed. He couldn’t. But he would’ve felt vastly better about a confrontation if they were in the palace, where the Nulled Ones could keep a close eye on her movements. “Just follow my lead. We shall get through this night and be on our way to Rolshar tomorrow. For now?” He scooped up a small forkful of sliced beans. “Eat.”
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Hamish had expected some sort of fanfare. That was generally what happened on the rare occasions his mother visited other clan’s castles. Twilight had greeted them as their carriage rattled into the front courtyard—brimming with short hedges and bushes blooming in yellow and orange. They had climbed the marble staircase to enter the mansion with little fuss beyond the bustle and fluster of servants.

But it was just the two of them, watched over by a dozen or so sets of eyes as they crossed the antechamber to a door that stood twice his height. The natural wood grain would’ve been a marvellous sight just shining in its various shades of honey brown. It had clearly been altered beyond its original design and the massive tree, carved from a blackish-red wood he couldn’t identify, took up much of the door’s surface.

“Gods,” Darshan moaned. His husband also surveyed the door, albeit with a far more critical gleam lighting his hazel eyes. “Could she be any more obvious about her intentions?” He sniffed, his cheek twitching as he gave a slight sneer. “Just look at this clunky monstrosity.”

“Why a tree?” The sparkle of colour drew Hamish’s gaze upward to where several large gemstones of green and red glittered in the candlelight. Was it meant to be someone’s attempt at leaves and fruit? They hadn’t done anywhere near as good a job there as with the tree.

His husband exhaled in a long, blustery sigh. “My bet would be on Onella mimicking the entrance to the imperial palace’s throne room. Poorly, I may add.” He flapped his hand, dismissing the sight. Darshan hadn’t remained still since entering Nulshar. When his hands weren’t fluttering in some dramatic gesture as he talked, he would stroke his tiny beard. The once stylised wings of his waxed moustache had long gone, the tips merging with a small circle-shaped beard that only encompassed his mouth and chin. “This design was clearly done by someone who has never set foot in Minamist, never mind the palace grounds. I would be ashamed to have this adorning my doors.”

Hamish cleared his throat and glanced around. When they had approached the building, the mansion obviously had two equally enormous wings and there were at least three doors leading off this room on either side. He didn’t think an attack was imminent—not that he could hope to put up much of defence against spellsters—but that didn’t mean he could rule out any sort of altercation. Not when Onella was the half-sister who had no compunction with shooting an arrow into her brother.

Mindful of that any number of people could be listening, Hamish bent closer and whispered in his native tongue, “You look a little uneasy.”

His husband’s eyes widened, the expression amplified by the kohl ringing them. Muddied by the thick lens of his glasses, the irises looked brown. But Hamish had seen them close up enough times to know the earthy brown centres were ringed by a deep forest green. Whilst Darshan often remarked that Hamish’s eyes reminded him of jewels and the crystalline blue ocean near Minamist, Hamish only ever saw the world in his husband’s eyes.

Darshan opened his mouth, a clear protest on his tongue, before biting his lip. “Well.” He offered up a sheepish smile. “It just occurred to me that, given my half-sister’s penchant of surrounding herself with those of the lower nobility, there is likely to be a number of men here who have… seen me in some form of undress, if you catch my meaning.”

“And?” Hamish might’ve spent thirteen years prior to meeting his husband in a sort of self-enforced celibacy, but he couldn’t have been labelled as ignorant when it came to intimacy between men. “It’s nae as if you havenae told me your ship has docked at a lot of ports.” His husband’s hedonistic attitude to court life had been the sole reason the Mhanek sent his heir to Tirglas on an ambassadorial mission, even after the appointed countess was assassinated.

His husband’s lips twisted sourly. “Nevertheless, I hardly think you expected to be faced with a mob of them during your debut at court. And I believe a number of them will be most put out that I have found a… permanent place to moor, so to speak.”

“You dinnae think they’d want to see their vris Mhanek happy?” He was willing to believe a few of the noble houses would vastly prefer to have the throne under their own power and see Darshan’s entire family slaughtered, but he doubted everyone felt that way. The Mhanek wouldn’t be able to maintain power if his whole court was against his rule.

“When it means their chances of convincing me to grant them favours goes from zero to never?” His face creased in disbelief. “Do be careful.”

“I do ken me way around a court.” Hamish craned his neck up, taking in the full view of the door that stood between them and the party-goers already mingling in the mansion’s central hall. Try as he might to maintain a casual air about his stance, he couldn’t halt the fidgeting of his feet. “I ken you dinnae want to be here, but if we just left, it wouldnae be quietly.” Not when their presence had certainly been marked by the servants—and no doubt revealed to the lady of the house.

Darshan grunted. “True, I would prefer not to have more rumours chase us across the land before I have spoken with my father, but… I am the vris Mhanek. I can shirk what is proper if I feel like it.”

If anyone was able to dismiss social convention, it would be the bloody crowned prince. “But it’s nae that simple.”

Sighing, his husband offered up a weary smile. “I can wish.”

The door swung inwards as they neared, bisecting the image of the tree and allowing golden light to spill into the foyer. Darshan strode through the doorway with barely a pause, leaving Hamish to follow.

The whole room shone with a golden light. Hamish halted beside his husband at the top of the stairs, blinking to see anything beyond the glow. He caught flashes of colour when he squinted, but little else.

An elven man also shared the landing, there to announce attendees as they entered. He bowed, his tanned face gaining a sickly shade. “His imperial highness,” he announced to the crowd, his booming voice neatly cutting the chatter below. “Darshan vris Mhanek, and…” With his face gaining colour at double the speed he had lost it, the man’s eyes darted from Darshan to Hamish. The elf wet his lips, clearly torn between assuming and enquiring. “His husband…?” The tight note of a question lingered in that last word.

Darshan tipped his head slightly. “Prince Hamish of the Mathan Clan from Tirglas,” he supplied, to the man’s visible relief.

The title wasn’t one Hamish had been wholly comfortable using, given his mother’s disownment. Until Darshan pointed out that marrying the imperial heir also came with a similar title for his spouse. Although, in those cases, it had meant another princess in the ranks. Udynea hadn’t a formal title for their vris Mhanek marrying a man.

Bowing low, the elf repeated Darshan’s words in a far less hesitant manner than he had done with the rest.

Hamish’s eyes had adjusted to the bright light by the time they were to descend the stairs. He laid a hand on Darshan’s proffered arm, steadfastly ignoring the heat flaring in his cheeks. It had taken some time for him to stop blushing whenever Darshan introduced him, but this was different. Such gestures had a certain hierarchy that had been absent in their travels. But then, much of the journey from his homeland had taken them through small villages and towns. All places where those of the Crystal Court were unlikely to be found.

And now? They mingled at the foot of the stairs like sharks waiting for them to enter the water.

Gold candle stands and chandeliers rimmed the room, gleaming against marble columns and gilded wood reliefs. The main source of the light was a great magical globe hanging in the centre of the ceiling like a miniature moon come to roost.

Beside him, Darshan softly cleared his throat. “Do try to look a little less wide-eyed,” he murmured in Tirglasian. “I would prefer not to give my half-sister any further fodder with which to grease the gossip wheel.”

“It’s like being inside the sun,” Hamish breathed. Somewhere, there was a spellster, likely one of Onella’s slaves, who was hard at work keeping that globe aloft and shining bright. Despite Hamish’s magic never being capable of reaching the same heights as that of his husband’s, or even the majority of those within this room, Darshan had still given him enough schooling to know how things like those light globes were made.

Knowing the power behind it made the act no less impressive. He couldn’t do it.

One side of Darshan’s mouth twitched upwards, an act he swiftly attempted to cover even as he escorted Hamish down the stairs. “Just you wait until you see the palace ballroom in full formal arrangement,” he insisted, seamlessly switching back into his native tongue as they reached the halfway point of the staircase. “The ceiling is black marble—intricately carved by the empire’s best—and, come nightfall, it glows with all the constellations. It would put this gaudy show to shame.”

“Come now, vris Mhanek,” said a man waiting at the bottom step, his voice almost as deep as the waist-height bow he offered them once they reached the base of the stairs. Grinning, he gestured to the whole room with a languid wave of his hand. The movement upset his gauzy shawl, which was an almost peachy shade of orange and pinned to his shoulder rather than artfully draped. “You do my estate a disservice. Not every mansion can hope to attain the same decorative heights as the imperial palace.”

Darshan halted before the man. The wrinkles around his eyes deepened as if he beamed, but there was little other evidence that his husband was happy to see
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