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Dedication

We all carry magic in our hearts – we see
that every time we smile at someone new and see them smile in
return – magic 

Not all of my readers will read this,
because my holiday muse books don’t sell as well as my other
fiction stories, so to those of you who are reading this – THANK
YOU. You are one of my core readers who I am thinking of every time
I start a new title. I hope this story brings a smile to your
day.

Hugs and thank you to Holly from Publication
Pixie and Jon for my edits. You make each story better.

And to my dear friends – you lift me up.
There aren’t enough words to convey the thanks.












A Note From the Author




As I was writing this, the concept of
transitioning was mentioned a few times in relation to Syrius, who
has a love for sexy undergarments. In this fantasy world I have
created, transitioning can be completed easily by magical means,
and this is also mentioned a few times in the story. This is not
something Syrius wanted for himself – he was quietly confident in
who he is and how he presents himself and it is that confidence I
wanted to share with all of you in this lighthearted story.

I am not blind to the problems faced in this
world by my transitioning friends. I do wish I could solve your
problems with a dash of Marinkaw magical dust. But as I can’t,
please know that I love you, I am proud of you, and even if we
never meet face-to-face, I support you spiritually on your journey
and always will.

Hug the ones you love, my friends,

Lisa xxx







Chapter One




“Syrius! Syrius!” The prince in question
looked over his shoulder as his twin sister came running into the
room, collapsing in a heap of frothy skirts at his feet. “I can’t
do it,” she cried, covering her eyes with her forearm like someone
out of those melodramatic dramas their mother enjoyed. “I
absolutely can’t. Father will just have to cancel. I’m simply not
capable of being polite to so many people all at the same event,
let alone make a decision about someone to marry.”

“And you are telling me this, why?” Syrius
reached over, cupping Cinnamon’s chin so her arm fell to the side,
and she met his eyes. “Wouldn’t this display be far more effective
if it was done in Father’s study instead of mine? Our parents are
not ogres. I’m sure he’d listen to you.”

Cinnamon’s pale green eyes widened. “That’s
just the point. If I tell Father about this, he will cancel.
Five years of negotiations and preparations down the drain. The
biggest event Rosenhip has ever seen, involving royalty and society
families from six countries, and he would cancel in a heartbeat if
I said so.”

Pushing back his chair, Syrius deliberately
stepped away from the puffy lace and chiffon as he got up and went
over to his small kitchenette. Okay, the kitchenette term was being
a spot grandiose. The space was more of a bench with a heating slab
than a space to cook anything. But Tim, his personal aide, made
sure the coffee pot that lived on the heating pad was always
full.

“So, did you want me to tell our father that
you don’t want to be married then? Is that the reason for your
dramatics?” He poured two cups of coffee and went back to his desk,
handing one to Cinnamon who was leaning against his desk drawers,
her bottom lip stuck out, before taking his seat again.

“No, of course not.” Cinnamon huff-sighed.
Straightening her legs, she tapped the sides of her pink boots
together. “I just felt the situation called for dramatics. After
all, Father is going to expect me to behave during tonight’s dinner
when we meet all our guests.”

“Ah, so you thought if you could get your
stampy-pouty tantrums done in advance, the high-ranking families
from six countries will believe you’re a woman of decorum and
gentility.” Syrius caught his sister’s eye and they both
laughed.

“I would’ve thought,” Syrius added when
Cinnamon stopped laughing long enough to take a sip from her cup,
“that you’d rather let your potential suitors see you for who you
truly are. You’ll have a lot better chance of making a happy and
long-standing marriage that way. You know that’s what Father is
hoping for above all else.”

“I can’t understand why we have to do things
this way at all, just because we’re born into a royal family. All
this posturing, meeting, negotiating, and contracts. Why can’t I
just meet someone in the normal scheme of things and fall in love
the way it’s done in books?”

Syrius kept his sigh to himself. They’d
discussed that very topic a million times since Father had made his
first announcement about Cinnamon getting married. “Arranged
marriages are safeguards against all sorts of problems,” he said
keeping his voice low. “I’m not doubting that the sexy stableman
you’ve been eyeing for the past two months wouldn’t be fun for a
romp in the hay, provided he pulled all that hay off your skirts
before you came inside, but would he be any good in negotiating
trade treaties with the pirates in Hooit? Could he hold his own
during a state event with old bores like Father’s advisors? Just
because someone fills out a pair of pants in a divine
fashion…”

“So very divine,” Cinnamon mock
swooned, still holding her cup in one hand.

“That does not mean he’d be a good husband.
Especially when he’s already married, with a young one on the way.”
Syrius shook his head.

“He wouldn’t be any good for you either then.
Just because you can’t get pregnant doesn’t mean you can’t have
your reputation ruined by being someone else’s belt notch. No sexy
package is worth that,” Cinnamon warned as she drank more of her
coffee. “Did you hear Prince Nikolas from Westland finally took the
plunge, marrying Prince Caspian from Gunkermal? That was a match I
didn’t see coming.”

“There was more to that story than met the
eye too, especially with Caspian becoming King of Gunkermal the way
he did not long after,” Syrius agreed. He’d met Nikolas just the
once when he was fourteen, and the man had been a sexy twenty-one.
The dashing sea captain had been the main character in a number of
scenarios he used to think about in his bed at night. Nikolas is
another man who knows how to fill out a pair of pants.

“But still…” he said pushing those thoughts
aside and grinning at his sister. “You have six healthy specimens
who all have the right pedigree, who are all capable of keeping you
in the manner to which you’ve been accustomed, and who will all be
vying for your attention tonight, not to mention head royals from
three other countries who have been invited for trade and military
purposes who will still have to pay court to you...”

“Father just couldn’t help himself, could
he?” The siblings shared another chuckle. King Fortune of Rosenhip
loved to show off and was thrilled his only daughter had agreed to
a huge party to be introduced to her potential suitors. But
negotiating a few different types of contracts with other countries
that would benefit the realm didn’t hurt as far as King Fortune was
concerned.

“Remember what Father said. He promised
absolutely no business at all tonight,” Syrius reminded her. “You,
my sweet twin, will very definitely be the belle of the ball, and
the complete center of attention, so what are you going to
wear?”

Cinnamon thought for a moment, and then her
natural grin widened. Setting her cup on the carpet, she grabbed
Syrius’s hand.

“No,” Syrius said firmly as he tried
half-heartedly to pull out of her grip.

“I haven’t said anything yet,” Cinnamon
protested.

“You don’t need to, the answer’s no. I know
that look.”

“I just thought it would make a huge
statement if we both wore the same outfit. We’ve done it before.”
Cinnamon’s big eyes wouldn’t look unusual on a doll. When she
fluttered her eyelashes, Syrius struggled not to laugh. But he had
to stay firm.

“Sis, I fail to see how you can be the center
of attention if I’m dressed the same as you.” Syrius inhaled
sharply. “It is you who is going to have the best damn marriage
contract our family has ever negotiated, and it is you that will be
seen in all her wonderful, pint-sized glory.”

“Pint-sized? How rude. You’re no taller than
I am.” Cinnamon was diverted much like Syrius knew she would
be.

“I’m a full inch taller, thank you very much,
and you only look taller because it’s acceptable for royal ladies
to wear high heels.”

“Mother suggested I not do that tonight.”
Cinnamon slumped back against the drawers again. “She feels I’ll be
more appealing to suitors if they think I’m small and easily
managed.”

“She did not say that.” Queen Isla was
strongly supportive of her whole family. “She said that you would
spark protective instincts in gentlemen with your petite size and
shape, and if you didn’t wear heels then you wouldn’t be
misrepresenting yourself. But I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if we both
wore small heels – it would help make your derriere perky.” Syrius
smirked.

“My derriere perks up fine on its own with no
help, thank you very much.” Cinnamon showed her teeth. Looking the
way she did, with her mass of reddish-blonde curls, pale green eyes
and the palest skin and her teeth stark white against her rose-pink
lips, she could’ve been mistaken for a sixteen-year-old tomboy
instead of twenty-three years of age. It took quite a bit of time
on any day for her to look like a princess of the realm.

Speaking of which, Syrius tilted his head,
listening as the castle bells tolled six times. “Come on, princess,
time for you to get ready. In an outfit that will make you stand
out from everyone, including me,” he added quickly.

“Sy,” all at once there were tears in
Cinnamon’s eyes and the grip on his hand tightened. “This is it.
After tonight, things will be forever changed between us.”

“Things will never change between us.” Syrius
covered Cinnamon’s hand with his free one. “There will come a time
when miles might separate us, but I’m not going to forget you when
you ride off into the sunset with a handsome husband to run a
castle of your own.” He smiled to show he was teasing.

“It’s just so unfair,” Cinnamon sobbed as she
tugged him off his chair. “These men should be here for you
too.”

“Oh, sis.” Syrius knew the outburst was
coming. Cinnamon had been edging towards it for weeks. He pulled
her close, so she was resting her head on his shoulder. “Father was
so kind about leaving me out of the negotiations, you know that.
I’m not going to be any kind of prince a princess is looking for,
and the gentlemen who’ve come to meet you have no interest in
marrying someone like me. They need heirs, sweetheart, and you and
I, we’re a lot alike, but there are some bits you have that I
don’t… and vice versa. Necessary bits for those princes. I do
understand.”

“You would make anyone of those men a
wonderful husband,” Cinnamon said staunchly. “You’re smart, your
diplomatic skills are second to none, there’s not a horse that can
unseat you, and your collection of lingerie is more extensive and
colorful than mine.”

Syrius glanced quickly at his study door,
checking it was closed. He could count the number of people who
knew about his love for silky things against his skin on one hand.
“I think Father was concerned about that last bit,” he whispered.
“He didn’t want me being laughed at or made to feel weird for my
little quirks as he calls it. Basically, with my size, curls, and
the fact I’m as pretty as you, he didn’t feel anyone would be able
to handle my amazingness you know, and I get it, I do. It’s not
like he’s kicking me out. I could tell he felt awful when he let me
know he’d decided not to seek a marriage contract for me.”

“Not at all?” Cinnamon was horrified, but
Syrius truly did understand where his father was coming from. There
was no happiness in being bound to someone who couldn’t accept him
the way he was.

“Father’s reasoning makes sense, and it’s not
like I haven’t got future plans of my own. But my main focus this
evening is to ensure you’re the most stunning person at the ball
tonight, so come on. Mother wanted us to meet the rest of the
family in the waiting room by the Ballroom in an hour. We’ve got to
get you ready.”

“I still think you deserve somebody for
yourself,” Cinnamon complained as he dragged her out of his study
and into her suite of rooms. If Syrius agreed with her, he didn’t
say so. There really wasn’t any point. For slightly unusual royals
like him, having to wait for a marriage contract, or seek one out,
just wasn’t going to happen.







Chapter Two




“We certainly fucked this up, didn’t we?”
King Mintyn clipped the end of his hand-rolled cigar off, throwing
the end in the bushes over the edge of the balcony railing. “Why
the hell couldn’t we have held off arriving for a day or two, damn
it. Did you know about this mess?” He flicked his hand at the party
going on through the glass doors behind him.

“We were invited.” Cooper, the king’s
longstanding advisor, held out the flame to light the cigar. “Five
years King Fortune has been planning this – since his daughter
turned eighteen. He is determined to secure not only an equitable
but a happy alliance for his youngest and only daughter.”

“My gods.” Mintyn had just taken a puff of
his cigar and started coughing on the inhale he was so shocked. “He
wasn’t considering me as a candidate, was he? I’d break the poor
girl,” he said when he could speak at last.

“We are here to renew our treaty to patrol
the Golden Straits. The party date is a coincidence, nothing more,”
Cooper said calmly. “I can say, with complete candidness, that if
King Fortune considered you as the perfect husband for his precious
daughter, then I’d be contacting the World Council to insist his
mental faculties be reassessed.”

“Good man.” Mintyn slapped Cooper on the
shoulder causing the man to stumble forward a few steps. “I’ve got
that prickly heir situation of my own sorted out finally and
managed to do it by keeping my balls intact. I definitely don’t
need a wife.”

Cooper didn’t reply, but then he didn’t need
to. One of the reasons Mintyn had kept the man around for so long
was because he could take spending ten hours on a horse, didn’t
complain too loudly about sleeping in a tent if he had to, and he
kept any useless commentary to himself.

Taking another leisurely inhale of his cigar
– Mintyn was glad Fortune’s queen preferred men who smoked outside
– he watched the partygoers inside. Fortune had clearly spent a few
bags of coin on the whole affair. Tables were artfully arranged
around a floating dance floor, suspended by magic and light gold
chains that were entwined with white and purple flowers.

The dome above the ballroom was open, yet
Mintyn could see the shimmer of magic that kept the party goers
warm enough without being pooped on by birds or attacked by creepy
crawlies. Food was served on huge trays, deposited and then whisked
away by tidily dressed servants who smiled and nodded if spoken to,
but who were otherwise completely unobtrusive.

Settling his butt against the balcony rail,
Mintyn cast his eyes over the Fortune table and the people sitting
and standing around it. King Fortune, Izzy to his friends, was a
big barrel of a man only twelve years older than Mintyn.

Whereas Mintyn had to fight hard to secure
his country for more than those twelve years and was only now
enjoying any benefits of his position, Izzy had inherited his
throne, married well, and then listened to his wife. Rosenhip was a
stable peaceful country that got on with all neighboring countries
and beyond. Mintyn was determined to enjoy the same peacefulness,
just not necessarily in a castle. Some habits, like camping out and
patrolling borders, were hard to break.

He tugged the collar of his robe away from
his neck, the damn thing was too tight, but then it was lucky if it
got a wearing twice a year. At the table, Queen Isla had rested her
hand on her husband’s arm, and the look Izzy gave her in return
still showed the depth of commitment they had for each other.

The older son the heir, and his brother the
spare, also seemed happy with their respective wives, while
maintaining a protective presence over their younger sister who was
dressed in a frenzy of lace and frills. She was aptly named,
Mintyn thought. She looks like a cinnamon pastry with a whipped
cream topping.

Mintyn frowned as he noticed another person
at the royal table, one who hadn’t been there when the meet and
greets had been conducted. The man, and Mintyn had to double check
gender for a moment, had the look of the Fortune family – he was
almost a mirror image of the Princess Cinnamon, except his hair had
been tamed back for the evening.

But while Cinnamon made Mintyn itch in a way
that made him want to reach for insect repellant, the slender male
in dark clothing that hugged his figure, and a face that lit up
when he suddenly smiled made Mintyn itch for another reason
entirely. Mintyn watched as a youngish man, one of Cinnamon’s
suitors most likely, spoke to the young prince, who quickly shook
his head, indicating his sister, before turning to his brother –
the action a clear dismissal.

Hmm. “Cooper.” Mintyn sucked on his
cigar, blowing out the smoke after savoring it for a moment. “How
many children do Izzy and Isla Fortune have?”

“Four.” Cooper was leaning on the rail and
didn’t move from his spot. “The heir is Branson, he’s married as is
the spare heir, Jonathan. Then there are the younger twins,
Cinnamon and Syrius, Cinnamon of course being the one this party is
being held for – her coming out party as such – and I understand
Syrius has done a lot with the magical college here.”

“The suitors aren’t here for Syrius too?”
Mintyn saw Cooper shake his head out of the corner of his eye. “Is
the boy already married?”

“There is very little public information
about Prince Syrius.” Straightening up, Cooper came and stood by
Mintyn’s side, watching through the panes of glass as well. “King
Fortune adores him, as he does all his children. Society pages were
surprised the twins weren’t sharing this marriage event, and there
was some speculation that Syrius had upset his parents in some
way.

“King Fortune put out a firm statement when
things started getting ridiculous, as it does, claiming that he
supported his son’s preference for a husband rather than a wife. He
even made some joke about how most royal families were too busy
worrying about their seed actually finding roots somewhere and
growing…”

“He didn’t.” Mintyn chuckled as Cooper
nodded.

“He did. King Fortune basically called out
every royal family in existence and told them they were too busy
worrying about succession laws than the happiness of the children
they had. Of course, he already had his heir and spare, but his
statement still caused a bit of a discussion.” Cooper peered closer
and Mintyn noticed another one of Cinnamon’s suitors must have
asked Syrius to dance and was being more persistent this time.

“I must admit I’m surprised to see Prince
Syrius at this ball.” Cooper sounded thoughtful. “Due to his
gender, I’m sure there’re a number of princes and dukes here who
would see Prince Syrius as an easy conquest before running off with
the prince’s twin to meet their own succession requirements.”

“Breaking Prince Syrius’s heart in the
process.” Mintyn slammed his cigar in Cooper’s direction. “I find I
don’t like that idea. Time for an intervention, I think.”

Almost wrenching the handle off the door,
Mintyn entered the ballroom, striding towards the royal family
table as if he had a right – which in his head he did. That
confidence had been a long time coming. When Mintyn had been
proclaimed king, he’d been a tall weedy kid of fifteen, placed in
front of an army and told to get on with it by his uncle who just
wanted to sit in the family castle and feed his face all day.
Mintyn had come a long way since then.

Nodding at King Fortune as he went past,
Mintyn went down to Prince Syrius’s end of the table, nudging the
Duke of Pemberton out of the way. “Syrius,” he said, bowing
briefly, making sure to catch the young man’s eyes as he looked up.
“King Mintyn, at your service. Please.” He held out his hand, his
intention clear. When Syrius hesitated for a brief moment, Mintyn
grinned and added, “I can promise you, I am not on the list of
suitors for your sister, like baby Pemberton might be here. I’m
seeing your father on other matters, and this is a happy
coincidence. I’d be honored if you’d dance with me.”

“King Mintyn, you honor me. It would be a
pleasure.” Syrius’s voice was low and melodic. Mintyn almost wanted
to sigh – must be the magic in the air. Standing, the young
man edged around his brother Branson, who looked up and then seeing
Mintyn, nodded and went back to his conversation. “You seem to have
my brother’s seal of approval too.”

As he came around the table, Mintyn was
struck by how delicate the young prince looked against him. Syrius
barely came up to his bicep and Mintyn could swear, without putting
a hand on the man, that Syrius’s waist wasn’t as wide as Mintyn’s
thigh. Yet the man exuded calm like it was a scent and rested his
hand on the inside of Mintyn’s elbow as Mintyn headed for the
floating stairs, a necessary climb to reach the dance floor.

As they got closer, Syrius seemed a little
unsure and Mintyn wondered if it was the stairs. Bending to one
side, he said in a low voice, “Does the floating nature of the
stairs bother you?”

Syrius’s smile was tight. “I have no problem
scaling rock faces, ladders, or stairs of any other kind, but the
gaps…” He shook his head and seemed to visibly straighten his
spine. “The gaps aren’t anything I should worry about because there
are only eight steps and you are quite big enough to stop me
falling, if you’d be so kind.”

“I’ll do you one better, if you’ll allow me
to put a hand on your person.”

His cheeks were a fetching shade of pink, but
Syrius nodded. Without giving him a chance to second guess himself,
Mintyn bent his knees a bit further, cupped his forearm under a
pertly defined butt, and picked the young prince up.

“This is going to raise a few eyebrows,”
Syrius said. He rested his arm on Mintyn’s shoulder as Mintyn stood
and climbed the stairs, with Syrius resting on his arm. “Are you
sure your significant other won’t be upset with you handling
another person?”

Mintyn laughed, well aware nearly every eye
in the room was on him and the young prince. Reaching the top step,
he made sure he was away from the edge of the dancefloor before
letting Syrius’s feet rest back on the floor. “I’ve spent my wooing
years fighting to rid my country of the people from the Crystal
Valley tribes, who felt if snow fell on a piece of land it belonged
to them.” He held out his arms.

“Oh, yes, I’ve read about that.” Syrius
slipped into his arms as if he belonged there, and Mintyn thanked
his late mother’s insistence he learn to differentiate between his
right and left feet. “Their insistence came from a cultural almost
cult-like belief, was that right? And they failed to acknowledge
the boundaries and borders of neighboring countries. They had to be
confined by the World Court, didn’t they?”

“It was the only way they could be stopped in
the end.” Mintyn focused on sheltering his partner from avid eyes
by moving him and using his body as a shield. “Unfortunately, that
cult-like belief resulted in a lot of needless deaths.”

“And leaving you unable to woo a princess at
the time.” Syrius smiled up at him – the expression shy, the eyes
clear and unafraid which Mintyn found refreshing. “I understand
when you returned from the wars, fighting for your land, the first
thing you did was replace all your uncle’s advisors and rewrite the
succession laws. You are clearly a man who has fought for and now
enjoys his independence. That is very inspiring.”

“That wasn’t intentional.” Mintyn had always
been brutally honest. “I did what I had to do at the time, and
after fighting for so long, I wasn’t prepared to be dictated to by
people who had no idea of my life experiences when I got home.
Speaking of which, do you have a plan on how to avoid those randy
princes who are supposed to be wooing your sister while they are
here? That baby duke who was hanging around you is a classic
example.”

“Cinnamon won’t have anything to do with him.
He’s not on the list of suitors.” Syrius seemed to straighten as if
resolved. “The Duke of Pemberton is here roughly twice a year, as
his father is one of our major traders from Hooit.”

Mintyn frowned. He didn’t know a lot about
trade routes – that was Cooper’s job, not his. But he didn’t like
the idea of that baby duke spending time around a vulnerable
prince. “Has his father offered for your hand in marriage?”

Syrius tilted his neck, meeting Mintyn’s
eyes. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I am not sure why it would
concern you. For your information, my father’s been very clear he
would never accept a contract on my behalf without discussions with
me first. I have certain quirks that make me unsuitable for
available princesses or princes thanks to the piss-off clause
insisted upon in most marriage contracts, and my father doesn’t
want me to be unhappy. Even so, that doesn’t mean he’d expect me to
marry outside of royal circles either.”

“Quirks?” Mintyn leaned back, conscious of
grazing Syrius’s legs with his own as he did so, looking the prince
up and down. “What on earth would be wrong with you, making you
ineligible to marry?”

“I didn’t say there was anything wrong with
me.” Syrius’s eyes flashed and Mintyn’s blood heated. The prince
might physically resemble his cupcake sister, but he was hiding a
spicey interior. “I used the word quirks.”

“My apologies.” Mintyn tightened his arm
around Syrius’s back to prevent him from leaving. “I’ve spent too
much time among fighting men to recognize or appreciate semantics.
I would prefer you told me these supposed quirks and let me decide
for myself.”

Syrius’s feet slowed to a stop and out of
courtesy, Mintyn stopped moving too. In deference to Mintyn’s
position, other dancers moved out of earshot, which was probably a
good idea. Syrius crooked his finger, indicating Mintyn should bend
over, which he was happy to do. Syrius smelled of something spicy
and warm, and Mintyn found himself taking deeper breaths. So
intoxicated by the smell, Mintyn almost missed the words.

“I lack experience in being with another, but
I have always known my preferred partner would be male. However,
I’m sure you’d be the first to confirm that there are no men who
would choose to be with another man who wears corsets, stockings,
and woman’s panties under their regular clothes on a daily basis,
purely and simply because I like them?”

A muscle twitched below Syrius’s jaw. “I like
wearing them,” he continued, his voice low enough Mintyn had to
strain to hear. “I feel sexy wearing them. They are comfortable and
make me feel confident when I feel them against my skin. I have
male genitalia, and I don’t want to be a woman in any way, I just
like what I like. You can imagine how any prospective spouse might
feel if they were faced with that if we ever got to the clothes off
stage. So, now you know why I will always be single, which is
something I accepted five years ago as being the price of who I am
– a price I’d rather pay than spend the rest of my life living a
lie.”

The young man with the passionate eyes nodded
briefly and Mintyn realized he was being dismissed. “Thank you for
the dance, your majesty. May your negotiations with my father go
smoothly and your travels be safe.”

And then Syrius just walked away, his head
held high even as he walked down the floating stairs that Mintyn
already knew terrified him. After a moment, Mintyn followed him,
although he headed for the balcony again, his mind working
overtime. He had a cigar to finish, and Cooper would need to make
some changes to their itinerary. His stay at Rosenhip might have to
be extended.







Chapter Three


“Ow. I didn’t even expect you to want to
train today, and now you’re attacking me like I’m trying to take
you out.” Dropping his sword, Tim backed up rubbing his upper arm.
The cloth of his shirt had been torn.

“I am so sorry.” Syrius immediately lowered
his weapon, eyeing Tim’s arm with concern. “Are you bleeding?
Should I call the healer?”

Blowing the edge of his fringe away from his
face, Tim shook his head. He was a tall man, somewhere in his
mid-thirties, who’d been Syrius’s companion/bodyguard since the
prince had moved out of the nursery. It was him who’d first taught
Syrius to hold a sword, although Syrius also trained with the
Rosenhip palace guards twice a week as well. “It was my own fault
for thinking you’d be tired after your night of socializing, sir,”
he said with a grin.

“I was back in my rooms before eleven bells.”
Sliding his sword into his sheath, Syrius nodded his head at the
stables sitting across the yard. “I’m not in the mood for much
company today either, so I think I’ll go for a ride. I can get one
of the palace guards to accompany me if you want to get your arm
looked at.”

“I’m fine – nothing more than a scratch.”
Bending over, Tim picked up his sword, returning it to the sheath
he wore on his belt. Syrius was already walking towards the
stables, but Tim was striding beside him soon enough. “Was there
any trouble at the party, sir? No one annoyed you at all, did
they?”

“Annoyed? No more than usual.” Syrius shook
his head, keeping his eyes on his destination. “The Duke of
Pemberton was being his normal self.”

“Ah, so definitely annoying. Has the young
sir bought anything else he thought to impress you with?”

“I never got a chance to find out actually.”
Syrius snorted which he knew was not an appropriate noise for a
prince to make, but he’d been thinking a lot of inappropriate
things since he’d danced with King Mintyn. “King Mintyn from
Marinkaw interrupted him and asked me to dance.”

“The warrior king himself? But he’s here to
renew the treaty his country has, the one that enables his ships to
travel the Golden Straits, isn’t he?”

“Oh, yes, he made it clear he wasn’t at the
party for Cinnamon. It was just saying yes to him was easier than
dealing with the Duke of Pemberton. King Mintyn is a very striking
man.”

“A very striking older man,” Tim agreed. “He…
erm…” Out of the corner of his eye, Syrius saw Tim push his hands
through his hair. “I feel I have to ask, I’m sorry. King Mintyn
wasn’t overly forward with you, was he? You mentioned you retired
from the party early.”

“No. What makes you think he would be like
that?” Having reached the
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