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THE CROWN PRINCE'S HIDDEN LOVER


THE CROWN PRINCE'S HIDDEN LOVER

Chapter One — The Prince in the Gilded Cage

Dawn came to Eldermere Palace like a servant who dared not linger. By the time the first light touched the east towers, Crown Prince Orin Castellane was already awake, already dressed, already performing the part that had been written for him before he drew his first breath.

A valet adjusted the sapphire clasp at his shoulder. A secretary recited the day's appointments in a tidy, practiced monotone: council at nine, the border lords at eleven, the betrothal documents to review before supper. Orin nodded at the right moments. He had been nodding at the right moments for twenty-eight years.

"Your Highness," the secretary finished, "the new muralist begins work in the west gallery today. The queen wishes you to inspect the commission when convenient."

"See that I do," Orin said, though he had no intention of inspecting anything he could avoid.

The west gallery was the last place he expected to lose his composure.

He found it by accident—or by the small, stubborn part of himself that always drifted toward open windows. The gallery ran the length of the palace's western wing, its tall arched windows framing the river valley below. And there, beneath those windows, a young man was painting as though the world had gone quiet and only he remained.

Orin stopped in the doorway.

The painter was slight, with the lean build of someone who had never been idle a day in his life. His sleeves were rolled past the elbows, revealing forearms dusted with paint, and a streak of cerulean ran across one cheekbone like careless war paint. Before him loomed a canvas taller than Orin himself, and upon it he was coaxing a sunrise out of bare linen—layers of amber, rose, and gold that seemed to gather light rather than reflect it.

Orin had seen a hundred commissioned works in his life. None had ever made him forget, even for a heartbeat, that he was being watched.

"Your Highness."

The voice at his shoulder was Branok Hale, captain of the royal guard and the only person in Eldermere permitted to speak to Orin as if he were a man and not a symbol. Branok was broad, steady, and fiercely loyal, with a face that had taken a sword for the prince once and never mentioned it again.

"The chancellors are waiting," Branok said. "Lord Vex has asked twice where you'd gone."

Orin did not look away from the canvas. "Let him ask a third time."

Branok followed his gaze. "The muralist. Ronan Ashcroft, they call him. Came up from the river quarter on the Royal Academy's recommendation. Humble stock, but the queen favors his hand."

"Ronan," Orin repeated, 
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Chapter Two — A Brushstroke of Freedom
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Orin did not sleep.

He told himself it was the weight of the coming betrothal, the endless ledger of duty that awaited him at dawn. But when he finally abandoned his bed and went to the window, it was not Rosalind of Thornwood he saw in the dark. It was a painter with a streak of cerulean across his cheek and a smile that asked for nothing.

"The moon will keep frowning at you either way," Ronan had said. Orin had laughed, and in laughing had felt, for one impossible moment, like a man instead of a monument.

By the time the palace stirred, he had invented three reasons to visit the west gallery. The commission required inspection. The queen had asked. A prince should know what adorned his council chamber. Any one of them would have been a lie he could live with. Together they were almost a confession.

He went after the midmorning council, when Lord Vex's attention was safely fixed on the border lords. Branok fell into step beside him, saying nothing, which meant he disapproved and would say so at the proper time.

What Orin did not know was that Lord Vex had already noted his absence from the east wing that morning, and had sent a clerk to discover where the prince went when he slipped his schedule. Vex trusted nothing about the heir's sudden interest in art. A prince who loved paintings overnight was, to Vex's mind, a prince hiding something behind them.

Ronan was there, as Orin had known he would be, sleeves rolled, hair falling into his eyes as he worked at the base of the great canvas. The sunrise now had a horizon—a line of hills in soft violet where the light met the land. Orin stood in the doorway and felt the now-familiar settling in his chest, as if the room were the only honest place in the palace.

"Your Highness," Ronan said without turning, "if you're here to inspect, you inspect. If you're here to lurk, at least lurk where the light's better."

Branok made a sound that might have been a suppressed laugh. Orin ignored him and crossed to the canvas. Up close, the paint was still wet in places, fragrant and alive.

"You paint the land as if you've walked every hill," Orin said.

"I have." Ronan set down his brush and wiped his hands on a rag. "The river quarter's not far from those hills. I used to go up there to paint when I could steal the time. Nobody owns a hill, Your Highness. That's why I like them."

"Call me Orin," the prince heard himself say.

Ronan raised an eyebrow. "Orin. Bold of you." But he said it without malice, and after a breath: "Orin, then. And you can call me Ronan, though I suspect you already do, lurking in doorways."

They spoke for what felt like an hour, though Orin's secretary would later report it as twenty minutes stolen from a full schedule. Ronan told him of the river quarter—of a mother who took in washing and sang to drown the noise, of a father who had never stayed, of a childhood spent with charcoal and the stubborn belief that a boy from the lowest quarter could make something beautiful. The Royal Academy had noticed his work above a baker's shop; the queen had commissioned him within a season.

"It's a good story," Orin said. "Freedom earned by a steady hand."

Ronan studied him. "You say it like you've never held a brush that was yours."

"I've held a scepter that was never mine," Orin said, and the words surprised him with their truth. "Everyone tells me the crown is a gift. They forget it's also a cage. Every door I walk through was chosen for me. Every word I speak is measured before it leaves my mouth."

"Then you came to the right place to be unmeasured," Ronan said quietly. "A gallery's the one room in a palace with no throne."

It was the first time anyone had named the palace a cage to his face and meant to free him from it rather than lock him inside. Orin looked at Ronan's hands, stained with the colors of a world he chose freely, and felt the old loneliness surface—the particular loneliness of a man surrounded by courtiers who loved the crown and never the person wearing it. "You speak as if freedom were a place," Orin said. "Maybe it is," Ronan answered. "You're standing in it."

Branok's voice cut in from the doorway. "Your Highness. Lord Vex is asking after the border reports. And—" he lowered his voice—"he's noticed you've been absent from the east wing. A prince can't be seen loitering with a common painter, whatever the queen's commission. It invites talk."

Orin's jaw tightened. "I am inspecting royal property."

"Of course, Your Highness." Branok's tone said he would say no more where Ronan could hear. He withdrew, but the warning hung in the air like dust.

Ronan had gone back to his brush, but Orin caught the slight stillness in his hands. "Common painter," Ronan repeated softly, almost to himself. "He's not wrong."

"You're not common to me," Orin said, and the words were out before he could weigh them.

Ronan looked at him then—really looked, the way no courtier ever had. "Then be careful who hears you say it." He turned back to the canvas. "The hills are nearly done. Come back when you've decided whether you're inspecting or staying."

After Orin had gone, Ronan stood a long time before the canvas, the brush forgotten in his hand. He told himself it was only a prince's boredom, a rich man's curiosity about a poorer one. But he knew the look Orin had given him was not curiosity. It was recognition—the kind that arrives once in a life and rearranges everything after it. He touched the place on his cheek where Orin's words had landed, and did not wipe the paint away.

Orin left, and in the corridor Branok fell into step, finally speaking his mind. "He's a good man. That's not the point. Vex sees everything, Orin. If the chancellor decides the crown prince is distracted by low company, he'll use it. Against you, or against the boy."

"Against Ronan, you mean."

"Against whoever weakens you. That's how men like Vex play."

Orin said nothing. But that night, in the hidden journal he kept locked in his desk, he wrote a single line: Met a man who sees me instead of the crown. Dangerous.

He closed the book and turned the key twice, as if locking away the feeling might keep it small. It did not. The name "Ronan" had already taken root in him, quiet and green, like the first shoot of a plant that would either flower or tear the stone apart. He did not yet know which.

In the servants' quarters below the east wing, Fenwick "Fenn" Cole was saying much the same thing to Ronan over two cups of weak tea. Fenn was an under-cook with a sharp tongue and a softer heart, and he had been Ronan's friend since the river quarter.

"That fancy gentleman who keeps lingering," Fenn said, "the one with the sapphire clasp and the sad eyes—that's the crown prince, you know. Whole palace's talking about how he's taken to the west gallery like a cat to a warm stone."

Ronan shrugged, but his hand betrayed him, brushing the cerulean streak from his cheek. "He's just inspecting the mural."

"Inspecting," Fenn snorted. "He inspected you something fierce the other night, and you inspected right back. Be careful, Ron. Palaces eat boys like us for breakfast and wipe their mouths."

Ronan didn't answer. But long after Fenn slept, he lay awake thinking of a prince who frowned at the moon, and of how a man might trade a crown for a single honest conversation—and what it would cost them both.

Ronan had seen princes before, in the distance, glittering and unreachable. This one had stood in a doorway and listened as if Ronan's life were worth hearing. That was the dangerous part—not the title, but the listening. A man could survive a king's disdain. He was not certain he could survive being truly seen.

Orin, in the royal wing, traced the same thought from the other side of the palace. He had spent his life surrounded by people who wanted something from the crown. Ronan wanted nothing from it. That, more than any smile or painted sunrise, was the thing Orin could not stop turning over in his mind. A man who asked for nothing was a man he could not predict, could not control, could only—impossibly—trust.

He blew out the candle and let the dark take him, and for the first time in years, he dreamed not of thrones but of hills no one owned.
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Chapter Three — The Weight of the Crown
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The king received his son in the Map Room, where the domains of Eldermere were rendered in colored sand behind glass. King Balthazar Castellane did not sit when he spoke of duty; he stood, broad and weathered, a man who had won his throne by blood and kept it by will.

"The Thornwood alliance is the work of a generation," the king said without preamble. "Rosalind arrives at midsummer. The betrothal is announced, the contracts signed, the wedding planned before the first snow. I will not have hesitation from you, Orin. The realm expects an heir. Thornwood expects a husband."

"Yes, Father." Orin kept his voice even. "I understand the alliance."

"You understand the duty," Balthazar corrected. "Affection is a luxury the crown cannot afford. Your mother understood that. You will, in time."

Queen Seraphine, seated by the window with her embroidery, looked up. "He is not a stone to be set in your crown, Balthazar. He is our son."

"He is the crown," the king said, and the matter closed as it always did.

Later, when the king had gone, Seraphine set down her embroidery and looked at Orin with eyes that had learned long ago to hide a great deal. "Your father loves you as he knows how," she said. "It is not the love you need, but it is the only one he has." Orin said nothing, but her words stayed with him, a small warmth against the cold of duty.

Two days later, Orin was summoned to receive Princess Rosalind herself, who had come south on her father's business and a courtesy he could not refuse. She was precisely as the portrait promised—poised, well-bred, and watchful in a way that reminded him unsettlingly of Vex. They walked the rose garden together under the eyes of her ladies and his guard.

"Your kingdom is beautiful," Rosalind said, "though I imagine you scarcely see it, being always within its management."

"One sees what one must," Orin answered, and she smiled, a small, knowing thing.

"We are alike in that, then. I have been managed since I could walk. I am told we are to be a great alliance. I hope we may at least be honest companions within it."

He liked her for the word "honest." He could not give her the honesty she deserved. "I hope so as well, Your Highness."

She inclined her head, and in that inclination he read a fellow prisoner, differently caged. It did not make him want her. It only made the cage feel larger, and his own secret heavier. He pitied her, which was its own kind of cruelty, because pity was not the gift a bride hoped to receive. And he envied her too, for at least she knew the shape of the cage that held her. His was still being built, plank by plank, around a heart that had begun, impossibly, to belong to someone else.

Orin took his leave and walked until he reached the one place that did not feel like a verdict. The west gallery was empty of courtiers but not of Ronan, who was climbing a scaffold to reach the upper sky of the mural. The sunrise now blazed across the canvas, and somehow it looked like morning and freedom at once. Orin found himself staring, not at Ronan but at the painted light, and realized he was envious of paint—free to be placed wherever the artist willed, answerable to no throne.

Ronan descended at the sound of footsteps. "Orin," he said, and the simple use of the name was its own small rebellion. "You look like the Map Room ate you for breakfast."

"Worse," Orin said. "My father has set the date. Midsummer. I'm to be betrothed to Princess Rosalind of Thornwood."

Ronan's hands stilled on the scaffold rail. For a heartbeat his face was unguarded—something flickered there, hurt or resignation or both—and then he smoothed it away with the practiced ease of a man who had learned early not to want what he could not have.

"Then you'll marry a princess," Ronan said lightly. "Most men would call that fortune."

"It's not fortune to me." Orin stepped closer, lowered his voice. "I've never wanted the things I was given. A throne, a bride, a life decided by maps and contracts. And now—" He stopped, aware of how much he was confessing to a stranger who was not a stranger.

"Now?" Ronan prompted, quietly.

Orin looked at him—at the paint beneath his nails, the honest eyes, the streak of blue he had come to know better than his own reflection. "Now there's a gallery with no throne. And a man who asks for nothing. It's a dangerous combination for a prince who's never had a choice."

Orin had not meant to say so much. With Ronan, the words simply arrived before his guard could lift them. It was terrifying and relieving in equal measure—to stand unarmored before a man who asked for nothing. He realized, with a clarity that frightened him, that he was no longer merely curious about the painter. He was slipping, and he did not want to be caught.

Ronan held his gaze a moment longer than was safe, then reached out. With the pad of his thumb he brushed the cerulean streak from Orin's cheekbone—except Orin had no paint, and they both knew the gesture was an excuse, a reason to touch. Neither pulled away. Orin's heart knocked once, hard, against his ribs.

"Be careful, Orin," Ronan whispered. "Palaces have long memories, and short mercy."

That evening, in his study, Orin composed a polite reply to Rosalind's letter and set her portrait face-down on the desk. He felt nothing for her, and the nothingness scared him more than any fear. A man who could feel nothing for a kind and principled woman was a man whose heart had already gone elsewhere.

He found Peregrine in the armory, polishing a blade he would never use. "Brother," Peregrine said, "you wear duty like a shirt two sizes too small. Everyone sees it but Father."

"Everyone sees nothing I don't show," Orin said.

"Wrong." Peregrine set down the blade. "I see you vanishing a little every day. And I see you brighten when you think no one's looking—usually toward the west wing. Whatever you're hiding, hide it well. Vex is circling."

"Since when do you notice Vex?"

"Since our brother started smiling at walls." Peregrine clapped him once, roughly, and turned back to his blade.

Peregrine did not speak of it again, but later, alone, he wrote a single line in his own hidden notebook: If they break him, they break the only brother I have. He did not yet know what he would do with that knowledge, only that he would do something.

In the servants' quarters, Fenn cornered Ronan by the bread oven. "The mural's not the only thing being painted in this palace," Fenn said. "Vex's clerk was asking the kitchen girls about the prince's visits to the west gallery. Someone's counting your footsteps, Ron. Get clear of it."

Ronan leaned against the oven's heat and let the truth settle. "I can't," he said again, and this time it was not fear but certainty. "He's not a distraction, Fenn. He's—" He could not finish. Some words were too dangerous even in the kitchen's hush. "Just help me be careful," he said. "That's all I ask." Fenn only nodded, and in the nod was a promise older than any crown.

Lord Cyprian Vex, for his part, required no one to tell him where to look. He had served three kings and buried two of them with his counsel, and he knew the scent of a liability the way a hound knows blood. The crown prince's absences, his rare unguarded laughter, his drift toward a common painter—these were threads, and Vex was very good at pulling threads until the whole tapestry came apart.

He stood now in the shadow of the west gallery's arched window, unseen, and watched the prince and the painter through a gap in the scaffold. He saw the brush of a hand against a cheek. He saw a look that no prince should give a painter from the river quarter. He made a note in the small black book he kept, and he smiled. He had seen princes ruined before, by women, by wine, by ambition. A common painter was a new variety, but the disease was old: an heir who loved where he ought not was an heir who could be bent. Vex did not yet know which lever to pull. He only knew the lever existed, and that patience was the chancellor's sharpest instrument.

A secret, Vex understood, was only valuable once you decided whom to sell it to.
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Chapter Four — Shadows in the Hall
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Lord Cyprian Vex moved through Eldermere Palace the way rot moves through a beam—quietly, usefully, and always toward the load-bearing part.

He presented himself to King Balthazar the next morning with the manner of a man bearing good news he did not quite believe. "Your Majesty," Vex said, "I come not with alarm, but with a small concern. The crown prince's attentions have, of late, fallen rather often upon the west gallery and its new muralist. A prince's focus is the realm's focus. I thought only to protect it."

Balthazar frowned. "Orin inspects his commissions. He is diligent."

"Of course, sire. And yet—" Vex let the pause do the work—"the boy is from the river quarter. Humble, talented, and, if I may say, unguarded in the company of greatness. A prince's kindness can be mistaken by such company for invitation. I would not see His Highness entangled, or the Thornwood alliance clouded by rumor."

The king's expression hardened by a degree. "Watch it, then. Discreetly. And bring me facts, not fears."

"As you wish." Vex bowed and withdrew, pleased. Facts were easy to manufacture once a man was already watching. Vex had learned long ago that truth and usefulness were different countries, and he held a passport to both.

For Orin, the days had begun to divide into two lives. There was the prince—measured, masked, married to duty, bowing through councils and betrothals with a face the realm trusted. And there was the man who climbed the stairs to the west gallery and forgot, for an hour, who he was supposed to be. He moved between them like a player between stages, changing his expression at the door. The terror was that he no longer knew which self was the costume. Each evening he descended from the gallery lighter; each morning he woke beneath the weight of the crown heavier. The strain of the double life was its own kind of love letter—proof of how much the hidden hours had come to mean. He would not give them up. He could no longer have said whether that was courage or ruin.

On the third evening, when the gallery was emptied of servants and the light came long and gold through the arched windows, Orin told Ronan the whole of it. Not the titles, those Ronan already knew, but the truth beneath: that he had never chosen a single day of his life, that the betrothal to Rosalind felt like a door closing he had not known was open, that standing here with a painter from the river quarter was the first time he had felt the door might open instead.

"I'm the crown prince," Orin said, as if Ronan might not have realized the weight of it. "And I would trade the crown for one more hour like this, with a man who doesn't bow."

Ronan set down his brush. "Then you're a fool," he said, but his voice was tender. "And so am I, because I'd let you."

They moved closer in the falling light, two men who had spent their lives being told where they belonged and who with. Orin lifted a hand and Ronan met it halfway; their fingers wove together, paint-smudged and royal, equal for the length of a breath. Orin's heart raced, not with fear of being seen, but with the terror of a feeling too large for the room. He lifted his other hand to Ronan's face, traced the line of a cheek that had haunted his sleepless nights, and kissed him—soft, questioning, a first time that felt like both a surrender and a claim. Ronan kissed him back, and in that closed, golden room the gilded cage had no walls at all.

When they broke apart, neither spoke for a long moment. Orin pressed his forehead to Ronan's, breathing him in, committing the scent of turpentine and honesty to memory against the day it might be taken from him. "If they ever make me choose," Orin whispered, "I will choose you." Ronan's laugh was soft and sad. "Then pray they never do, my prince. Because I would not survive being the reason a kingdom falls."

They parted when the bell for supper rang, flushed and solemn, and Orin pressed Ronan's hand once before he went. "This is real," he whispered. "Whatever comes."

"Then we'd best be ready for it," Ronan said.

Orin walked back to the royal wing as if walking on air that might give way. In his chambers he stood at the window again, but the river-quarter lights below no longer felt like a world he could never enter. For the first time, he imagined crossing the palace gate not as the prince but as himself, taking a painter's hand, and walking toward hills no one owned. The dream was dangerous. But danger had ceased to frighten him the way it once had. Fear, he was learning, was the weapon of a life unlived; and he had, for the first time, begun to live. The cost of that living—exile, disgrace, his father's wrath—yawned before him like a pit. He stepped toward it anyway, because the alternative was a throne without a self, and that he could no longer bear.

Peregrine found his brother in the corridor, flushed and distracted, and read him at a glance. "West wing," he said dryly. "I'd say confess, but I'd rather you didn't, for both our sakes. Just—don't be a fool about it, Orin. Vex has the king's ear, and the king has no mercy for a prince who embarrasses the throne."

"I'm not embarrassed by him," Orin said, and the steadiness in his own voice surprised him.

"Good," Peregrine said. "Then be smart. Love's a fine thing. Surviving it in this palace is the trick."

Orin watched his brother go, and felt a surge of something he had not expected: gratitude. Not for the warning, but for the fact that someone in the gilded rooms knew him and had not turned away. He was not alone in the cage. That, perhaps, was what made the risk bearable.

Below stairs, Fenn found Ronan staring into the bread oven's glow. "You're smiling like a fool," Fenn said. "That's worse than frowning. That's the look of a man who's already lost and doesn't care."

"I'm not lost," Ronan said. "I'm found. And Fenn—" he met his friend's eyes—"if it comes for me, let it. But protect him if you can. The prince. He's better than the cage they built him."

Fenn was quiet a long moment. "You love him."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to." Fenn clasped his shoulder. "Then we weather it. But mark me, Ron—Vex is no fool, and the king's no forgiver. Get your affairs in order, and your heart besides."

Morning would bring the usual orders, the usual masks, and the knowledge that Vex's net was drawing tight. But for now, in the warm hush of the kitchen, two friends faced a danger they could name but not yet escape, bound by a loyalty older than any title.

Neither of them noticed the figure in the gallery doorway as they spoke, nor the way the evening light caught the small leather book in his hand. Lord Cyprian Vex had not needed to manufacture a fact after all. He had simply waited, and the prince had handed him one.

Vex wrote the final line of his note by candlelight: The crown prince is entangled with the river-quarter painter, in a manner that cannot survive the light. He read it twice, satisfied, and sealed it with wax. The chancellor had seen such things end in disgrace, in exile, in worse. He did not yet know which ending this one would have. He only knew the game had begun, and that he held the first piece. He tucked the book into his sleeve and melted into the corridors, already composing the words with which he would, in time, unmake a prince. The palace slept around him, innocent of the storm gathering in a chancellor's quiet hand. Somewhere a candle guttered. Somewhere a king dreamed of alliances, and knew nothing of the love that would undo them.

Somewhere in the west gallery, a sunrise dried on linen, and two men who had found each other too late and too well slept with hearts unguarded for the first time. The palace, with its long memories and short mercy, began to close its hand.

The revolution, Orin had thought, began with a single stolen conversation. He had not yet learned that revolutions are also how crowns are lost—and how, sometimes, they are finally earned.
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THE CROWN PRINCE'S HIDDEN LOVER

Chapter Five — The Chancellor's Web

Lord Cyprian Vex kept his secrets the way other men kept wine—in a cool, dark place, and only opened when the vintage was right.

In the small study off the council chamber, he read over the notes in his black book by candlelight. The crown prince, entangled with a painter from the river quarter. A commoner. A man. The facts were thin still, but thin facts were enough when a man knew how to spin them. Vex had unmade greater men on less. He did not hate the prince. He did not need to. Orin was simply a piece that, properly placed, would open the board to Vex's hand. Sentiment was a luxury chancellors could not afford.

He closed the book and considered his king. Balthazar Castellane was not a subtle man; he prized loyalty, feared scandal, and above all worshipped the alliance with Thornwood. A prince who embarrassed that alliance was a prince the king could be made to fear. And a king who feared his heir was a king Vex could steer.

The next morning, Vex took his usual seat at the council table and let the conversation drift, as if by chance, toward the prince's recent habits.

"His Highness grows devoted to the arts," Vex observed, mild as cream. "One wonders he finds time for the border reports, with so many hours spent in the west gallery."

King Balthazar grunted. "The boy inspects his commissions. He is diligent."

"Of course, sire. And yet devotion has a scent. The servants talk, as servants do. They say the prince lingers there past reason, and that the river-quarter painter is often alone with him." Vex paused, as if reluctant. "I only note it because the Thornwood envoys arrive soon, and a prince's reputation is the realm's currency."

The king's brow darkened a degree. "You imply something."

"I imply only caution," Vex said, and bowed his head. "A prince's kindness to those beneath him is admirable. It can also be mistaken. I would not see His Highness ensnared by a clever commoner eager for a crown's favor."

It was precisely the seed Balthazar needed. Vex saw it take root—the king would now watch Orin's "kindness" with new, suspicious eyes. That was enough for the day. Vex understood that accusation was a clumsy instrument; it broke what it touched. Influence was finer. If the king came to suspect Orin on his own, the suspicion would be the king's, and the king would trust no one's word but his own—least of all Vex's. So Vex would water the seed and step back, letting Balthazar's pride do the growing. A chancellor who ruled through other men's conclusions ruled longest.

That evening, Queen Seraphine found Orin in the long library and said, without preamble, "You are quieter than a prince should be, and quieter still when you think no one watches. I know that silence. I wore it for twenty years." Orin's guard slipped. "Some silences are safer than the truth, Mother." She touched his cheek, the way only a mother could. "Then guard the truth well, my son. The palace forgives many things. Love is not always one of them."

In the west gallery, Orin found Ronan exactly where he always was, and the sight of him was becoming the axis on which Orin's whole day turned. The mural was nearly finished now: a sunrise so real it seemed to warm the stone. Ronan moved around it like a dancer, sure and unhurried, and Orin leaned against the doorframe simply to watch—to watch a man be free in a way he could not, to watch hands make something from nothing, to watch and not be watched in return. It was the rarest luxury in Eldermere: to be unseen.

"You're frowning again," Ronan said without looking up. "That's two frowns this week. A record."

"Vex is circling," Orin said, and crossed to him. "He spoke of me at council. Of my 'devotion to the arts.' He's planting suspicion with my father."

Ronan set down his brush. "Then we slow down. Fewer visits. Longer gaps." His voice was steady, but Orin saw the flicker of fear behind his eyes—the fear of a man who had allowed himself something precious and now waited for it to be taken. Ronan had learned early that good things arrived as warnings. The river quarter taught that lesson in bruises. And yet here he stood, holding the prince's hand in a room full of open windows, betting his whole careful life on a man who belonged to a kingdom.

"I don't want fewer visits," Orin said. He reached out and caught Ronan's paint-stained hand. "I want you. That's the problem Vex sees, even if he doesn't know its shape yet."

Ronan's fingers curled around his. "Then we're careful. And we're grateful for what we have, because it may be all we get." He drew a small object from his pocket—a wooden tube, and from it a rolled scrap of linen. On it, in charcoal, was a rough sketch of Orin: not the prince in his finery, but Orin laughing, head tipped back, unguarded. "I drew you the way you look when you forget to be royal," Ronan said. "So you remember there's a version of you worth drawing."

Orin stared at it, throat tight. No portrait in the palace had ever caught him like this—because no painter had ever been allowed to see him. "Keep it safe," he whispered. "If anyone finds that, it's proof of everything."

"I'll hide it where even Vex won't look," Ronan promised. "In the paint, maybe. Or in my heart, which he can't search."

They stood close, foreheads nearly touching, and for a moment the gallery held only the two of them and the painted sun. Then Orin kissed him—brief, because the door stood open, because the palace had ears, because love in a throne room was a crime punishable by everything they both stood to lose. But the kiss lingered on his mouth all the way back to the royal wing, a small rebellion worn like a secret jewel.

Branok found Orin in the corridor afterward, arms folded. "You're impossible," the captain said. "Vex's clerk asked the guard roster who escorts you to the west wing. I told him no one does, because you slip your detail. That won't hold, Orin. The guard talks. I can silence some. Not all."

"Then silence the ones that matter," Orin said, and Branok's mouth flattened.

"I'm your friend, not your conspirator," Branok said. "But I'm your friend. So hear me: whatever this is with the painter, it ends one of two ways. In a wedding to Rosalind, or in a cell. Choose which cell you'd rather put him in—the one with bars, or the one with a crown and a stranger in it."

Orin said nothing, because Branok had named the only two doors, and neither opened anywhere he wanted to go. The palace, for all its marble quiet, was a living thing that fed on whisper. Orin felt its attention turning, slowly, toward the west wing, the way a hound's ear lifts at a distant sound. He could not stop it. He could only hope the sound stayed distant a while longer.

Below stairs, Fenn delivered the same warning to Ronan over cold supper. "The scullery maid saw you two by the scaffold. She's loyal to me, but loyalty's a thin wall. Vex pays better than friendship." Ronan nodded, and said nothing of the sketch, because some things were too dangerous even to name to the one man who'd die for him.

"I can't," Ronan said at last, and this time it was not fear but certainty. "He's not a distraction, Fenn. He's—" He could not finish. "Just help me be careful," he said. "That's all I ask."

Fenn gripped his wrist. "Don't you dare make me watch that. We weather it together, or not at all."

That night, Vex did what chancellors do best: he acquired an asset. A under-footman who cleaned the west gallery had seen more than he understood and less than he imagined, but he had eyes and a hungry purse. Vex paid him in silver and instructed him, in veiled terms, to note when the prince came, how long he stayed, and whether the painter was ever touched. The footman agreed, thrilled to be noticed by so great a man.

Vex watched the boy go and felt the familiar, cold satisfaction of a web tightening. He did not yet have the prince. But he had the threads, and the threads, pulled in the right order, would bring the prince to him. He thought of the Thornwood alliance, of the king's pride, of the river-quarter boy who had been foolish enough to catch a prince's eye. Vex felt no malice—only the clean, professional pleasure of a man whose trade was consequence. The board was set. He needed only to wait for the prince to move.

Somewhere above, Orin slept with Ronan's sketch hidden beneath his pillow, and dreamed of a sunrise that belonged to no kingdom at all.

––––––––
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THE CROWN PRINCE'S HIDDEN LOVER

Chapter Six — The Language of Touch

A storm rolled down from the northern hills three nights later, and with it the court withdrew indoors, the king's mood souring with the weather. Orin had always found storms merciful; they gave a prince an excuse to be elsewhere, to think, to breathe without a hundred eyes accounting for his breath. Tonight the mercy was sharper, because it bought him an hour no one would question.

For Orin, the storm was a gift he had not expected and could not waste. The council ran long, the guards hunkered by braziers, and no one marked a prince who slipped the eastern stair to the west gallery where the only light was a single lamp and the only warmth was Ronan.

The mural glowed under the lamp like a captured dawn, and Ronan stood before it with his sleeves pushed up and his hair falling into his eyes, more at home among paints than Orin had ever been among throne rooms. For a moment Orin simply watched the door fall shut behind him, sealing the world out, and let his shoulders drop the way they never could in the presence of courtiers. Ronan looked up from the canvas, surprise softening into something gentler. "You shouldn't be here," he said, but he was already moving toward him.

"I shouldn't be many places," Orin said, and took his hands. "But here is the only one that feels like mine."

They had learned, in these stolen hours, a language without words. A thumb along a knuckle. A forehead pressed to a shoulder. The quiet confession of a held breath. Tonight the language ran deeper. Orin sat on the low bench among the paint pots and simply watched Ronan work, and Ronan, instead of painting the mural, turned a fresh board to the lamplight and began to paint Orin.

Not the prince. Orin—the slope of his tired eyes, the line of his throat, the way his fingers twisted in his lap when he was afraid. Ronan painted him as he was, in the small hours, loved and unroyal.

"Why do you look at me like that?" Orin asked, because no one had.

"Like what?"

"Like I'm a person," Orin said. "Not a postage stamp on a treaty."

Ronan considered him in the lamplight, brush poised. "You were born to be looked at," he said. "Portraits, banners, coins. Everyone stares, and none of them see you. I look because I want to. There's a difference, my prince. Staring is what they do to a crown. Looking is what I do to a man."

Orin had been kissed before, in the careless way of royal youth, by courtiers whose names he barely recalled. None of those kisses had ever felt like this—like coming up for air after a long dive. Ronan kissed him as if he were a man and not a symbol, and Orin had not known how starved he was for exactly that until it was given. This time the kiss was not brief. It was long and careful and full of everything they could not say in the light. Orin's hands found Ronan's waist; Ronan's found Orin's face. They kissed as if the palace might fall before morning and they meant to spend the rubble together.

When they broke, Orin's voice was unsteady. "I'm terrified, Ronan. Not of Vex. Of the day they put
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