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      So much paperwork. Matthias sighed, studying the pile of reports, royal decrees, and other items he had to review, approve, deny, or sign before he left the next morning for Hellas and his first wedding anniversary with his wife Danaë. Gods, how am I going to get through all of it?

      Many people thought that being king was all about living in a palace, wearing a bejeweled crown, stuffing himself at banquets, and living a soft life. He knew full well that there were lazy royals who did just that and left all the business to their prime ministers or councilors. But a solid work ethic had been instilled in the Ypresian royal family for generations, passed down from parent to child as a sacred duty. As ruler of Ypres, his job—his responsibility—was to lead his people, protect them against enemies, and ensure their health and wellbeing.

      And that meant a great deal of paperwork, especially as he wouldn’t be back in the country for a good month. Granted, his prime minister Caspar d’Vrengny was a superb administrator and loyal to the core (Matthias had made sure of that after his late sister-in-law Margot had tried to launch a coup and make herself Queen of Ypres a year ago). And Lord Commander Bardahlson and Patriarch Reniel would be here in Mons to back d’Vrengny up every step of the way.

      But there were still decisions that had to be made by the king himself. Which is why he had blocked off the day to go through all of the remaining paperwork before the royal convoy left Mons tomorrow morning, heading east towards his wife’s kingdom.

      Danaë. The thought of her brought a smile to his face. She was six months’ gone with twins now, and looked like a golden goddess of fertility every time he saw her, with her ripe belly growing ever rounder under her gowns. She’d laughed like a drain the time he admitted how possessive he felt about her these days. Something primitive and male in the back of his mind would chant, This is my woman. I did that to her. See her belly? Those are my children there.

      Even better, he would get to enjoy two weeks with her once he got to Hellas. It was true that he spent every night with her, courtesy of the magic spell cast on a pair of mirrors that allowed them to cross the large distance between their two countries in a single step. But the mirrors were a carefully guarded secret, so they rarely got the chance to spend the entire night in the same bed or wake up together. Dining with her, going for swims with her, waking up with her in my arms. I can’t wait.

      But it was too dangerous to bring the mirror with him, so after tonight he wouldn’t be with her again until he reached her kingdom. It was an irony of their marriage that the rest of the world assumed they only saw each other twice a year, whereas the trips back and forth between their kingdoms were in truth the only days they spent apart.

      A knock came at his study door. “Enter.”

      His private secretary came in, nodding deferentially. “Your majesty. I’ve just received word that two nobles from Ghobos have arrived at the palace and are requesting an audience.”

      He sighed. “I don’t have time for audiences today. I still have all of this,” he waved at the pile of paper on his desk, “to get through.”

      “I’m aware, sire. But it’s the Prince and Princess Debare.”

      “Oh?” That was quite a different matter. Ezeudo and Juliette Debare were some of his oldest friends from their days together at the University of Mons. He didn’t want to skip visiting with them, not if it could be helped.

      He thought quickly. “Right. Get them rooms in the palace, and tell them I’ll meet them for lunch. Oh, and tell the cook to add at least one spicy dish to the menu. The prince enjoys setting his tongue on fire.”

      His secretary didn’t crack a smile. “Very good, sire.”

      Matthias watched him nod and leave. Good man, Lascelles. No sense of humor, but a good man.
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      “Matthias!” The tall, handsome man in cream Ghobian robes came towards him with outstretched arms, grabbing him in a bear hug and kissing him soundly on both cheeks. “It’s been too long, my friend.”

      “It has.” Matthias agreed, studying his friend. The years had touched Prince Ezeudo Debare lightly, threading a few silver strands through his dark curls and adding a line here and there on his face that gave him a look of handsome maturity and gravitas. “Gods, when was the last time I saw you? Ten years, at least.”

      “Twelve,” said the beautiful blonde woman standing behind Ezeudo. “Please don’t squash my king, dearest.”

      Ezeudo grinned back at his wife. “Don’t fret, my star. Our Matthias is a mighty king, now. Surely he can withstand a hug from an old friend.”

      “Yes, but mighty kings can still have their ribs cracked.” Princess Juliette Debare gently shuttled her husband to the side, then gave him a much more decorous hug and cheek kiss. “Hello, Matthias. You look well.”

      “Thank you. You look stunning, as always.” And she did; if the years had touched Ezeudo lightly, they seemed to have passed Juliette entirely. She still had a peaches and cream complexion she’d possessed as a student, any silver in her hair was well hidden by the gold, and her grey eyes were warm and wise. Which must assure her patients to no end. She had followed in her physician father’s footsteps, completing her medical training in Ghobos after marrying Ezeudo, and the letters the three of them had exchanged over the years spoke of a deep and abiding love for her calling.

      He waved them to their seats at the table in the smaller private dining room reserved for family and friends. “Are the two of you still based in Jola?”

      “Oh, yes,” Ezeudo said, “although our oldest son Ekene is getting to the point where I can turn the business over to him. Once that’s done, we’re thinking of moving somewhere a little farther down the coast.” The port city of Jola was the center of the spice trade in Ghobos; the Debares had developed a significant presence in both the city and the trade after Ezeudo’s great-great grandmother, a brilliant spice merchant, had married into one of the country’s royal families. “We had a large shipment of aromatics heading to a local buyer here, so I thought it would be nice to ride along and see you while we had the chance.”

      “And give Ekene a chance to oversee things on his own,” Juliette added with a smile. “A dry run, so to speak, before Ezeudo finally gets to retire and begin his new career as a poet.”

      Matthias raised an eyebrow at his old friend. “Poetry? Still?”

      “It’s gotten better,” Ezeudo said, slightly defensive. “Juliette likes it.”

      “She has to. She’s your wife.”

      “Gentlemen,” Juliette warned mildly. “Dearest, your poetry is lovely and you deserve to take the time to truly devote yourself to it. And Matthias, if you don’t behave I’ll have Ezeudo publish that epic poem he wrote about the time you two got drunk and decided to joust in the middle of the university octangle.”

      He winced. “I see. In that case, Ezeudo, your poetry is a thing of beauty, and I’ll banish anyone who says otherwise.”

      Ezeudo nudged Juliette. “I told you it was a good idea to hang onto that piece.”

      Her eyeroll said volumes.
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