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      In the privacy of his small office, Corentin circled his neck and rolled his bare shoulders and back, trying to loosen the stiffness there—impossible because his muscles weren’t really stiff. But he did it anyway. It was just that he hadn’t changed and stretched his wings in far too long. Whether real or imagined, it had always been this way if he didn’t use his Talent regularly. Only how was he to accomplish that in this place?

      There wasn’t anywhere in the capital city where he could change unseen, and few places close to Jumelle where a large dragon would go unnoticed.

      But while he was in Tournai, he’d have to deal with it. He’d managed a few night flights out over the sea when there wasn’t much moonlight. He’d have to get away for another as soon as he could without rousing suspicion. Not that he was being watched, or that anyone suspected what he was, but if a foreign scholar slipped away too many times with no explanation and someone were to notice… He didn’t want to take the risk. He’d come to the principality of Tournai to make sure no one knew of dragons; he wasn’t going to risk anyone finding out from him.

      With a sigh, he reached for a fresh shirt from the cabinet in the corner. It wasn’t entirely appropriate for the university, but the more formal shirt and tunic he’d been wearing for this morning’s early lecture had been ruined when he’d walked into a sorcery student’s experiment out on the lawn. The lack of formality of his new attire wouldn’t be a problem since he’d only be working in his office.

      He’d just lifted the shirt over his head and was letting it fall over his shoulders when he heard the creak of the floorboard a step inside his office, warning him too late that he wasn’t alone.

      His own fault. He’d gotten complacent about pushing the door closed since he was usually the only one on this corridor. And he’d just been chastising himself about not giving away his secrets.

      He whipped around, and the man who’d caused the creak froze just inside the room. His tall frame was elegantly and expensively attired, his pale blond hair perfectly styled, his exceedingly handsome face brimming with shock and curiosity. Corentin’s stomach sank. He knew what this man was—he’d made a point of avoiding him because of that knowledge. Master Savarin, the most powerful sorcerer in Tournai, stood just inside his office. He’d obviously seen the markings on Corentin’s back, the faint, shimmering scale pattern that marked him as one with the Talent to become a dragon.

      Corentin froze as well, a litany of curses running through his mind. Anyone who saw the pattern would know what he was. Or, anyone at home would know, at least. He’d come to Tournai because there were whispers of the prince’s cousin Etan looking into dragon legends. Lord Etan, a young scholar who often lectured at the university, was well-respected, and his interest was enough to worry Corentin. But Etan had only theories—some quite close to the truth but nothing proven.

      The question was: what did Master Savarin know? He was a powerful sorcerer, and a scholar as well, which was why Corentin made a point of avoiding him. Corentin had already displayed too much of his power by using it recently to help find a kidnapped child, but it could still be passed off as merely a powerful fire Talent. Dragons were myth and legend these days. He could bluff his way through this… as long as Master Savarin didn’t know what the markings signified.

      Corentin forced himself to relax, to present a casual demeanor he didn’t feel. He reached for his spare jacket, shrugging into it as he spoke. “Master Savarin, isn’t it? What can I do for you?”

      Silvery gray eyes focused on him. “What are those? On your back.”

      Corentin buttoned the jacket, keeping his movements unhurried. He would not look as if he was trying to hide anything. “On my back? You mean the tattoos? I suppose they’re not quite genteel, but…” He shrugged.

      Master Savarin’s gaze sharpened. “Those are not tattoos. I’ve never seen tattoos that look like that.”

      “Have you seen many tattoos?” Corentin asked, keeping his voice mild.

      “Some.”

      “I wouldn’t think they’re very common in the circles you move in. Or at least I haven’t seen many tattoos during my time here at the university.” Was this argument going to get him anywhere except into more trouble? He needed to divert attention from the markings, not discuss them interminably.

      “Perhaps I know different people than you think.” Master Savarin’s attention never wavered even as Corentin used his most forbidding stoney mask.

      “I got these on my travels. Perhaps they’re different from the ones you’ve seen.” Maybe that would be the end of it.

      “I’m rather well traveled myself. I still haven’t seen anything like that.”

      “You can’t have seen everything.”

      When he saw the suspicious glint sharpen in Savarin’s eyes, Corentin wondered if he’d gone too far. Was it the words or the smooth tone with just a hint of flirtation that took him a step further than he should have gone? The question was what would Savarin do. And what did he know?

      Savarin laughed, a smooth, practiced laugh probably not out of place at the court of Prince Philip and his consort Amory. “No one could, but I’m certainly doing my best.”

      Corentin propped a hip on the edge of his desk, letting out a laugh of his own and fixing a charming smile on his face. He could still divert this conversation. “A fellow traveler. I’m doing my best to see everything as well. Insatiable curiosity, I suppose.”

      “A thirst for knowledge and new experiences.”

      “Yes, I’m always eager to see and experience new things on my travels.”

      “I am as well.” Savarin tilted his head slightly, regarding Corentin in a way he couldn’t decipher. “Of course, sometimes I don’t have to leave home to find new experiences.”

      For a moment, he wondered if Savarin was flirting. “A true scholar is always learning.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “It’s why I came here, why I travel in the first place.”

      Savarin nodded. “I don’t think I ever heard where you’re from.”

      Corentin’s guard went back up. “Far from here. A small place in the foothills of the Nashira Mountains.” Not exactly the truth but close enough. “No one’s ever heard of it. A reason to travel, yes? If you come from somewhere so small and isolated?”

      “I suppose it is. I grew up here, so I didn’t have the same experience.”

      He hadn’t heard much other than that about Savarin’s vague origins. “No, you wouldn’t have. Jumelle is a vibrant, busy city from what I’ve seen. So many people from so many places. So much knowledge here at the university.”

      “Yes. And with all that, and all my travels, I’ve never heard of magic of the kind you performed.”

      Corentin forced himself to remain calm, to appear calm at least. “Magic I performed?”

      Playing dumb to stall would probably get him nowhere, but he did it anyway. And of course Savarin proved him right, because the man wasn’t stupid. “Yes, the magic you used to help recover Master Tristan’s baby daughter when she was kidnapped earlier this year.”

      Since the incident, he’d been kicking himself for using the magic, and he’d done his best to avoid Savarin’s attempts to question him about it. But what could he have done? He hadn’t met Master Tristan, who was a merchant in Jumelle, before that day. He’d gone to have lunch with Etan and found the palace in an uproar because his infant daughter was missing. As much as he wanted to not draw attention to what he was, he couldn’t have lived with himself if he hadn’t offered to help.

      And his help had aided the royal guard and Savarin in finding the baby. Both Etan and Master Tristan had been extremely grateful, and Etan, who was soon to marry Tristan, had said he was in Corentin’s debt.

      “It was no great or special magic, but I was happy to be able to help. Horrifying that a baby would be stolen from her home,” he said.

      “I have to disagree about the magic being special. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “You didn’t see it, so I can’t imagine how you would know.” His words came out sharper than he intended, and he regretted it immediately, but there was nothing for it now.

      “It was described to me in detail,” Savarin said, showing no reaction to Corentin’s slip in tone. “You told Lord Etan, Master Tristan, and Lord Flavian that you have a fire Talent, but I’ve never seen someone with a fire Talent do what you did.”

      “I doubt you’ve met every person with a fire Talent in the world.” He tried to say it lightly, almost joking, but annoyance at the questioning was layering over his worry.

      “No, but I’ve spent my life studying magic and the different Talents people possess. I have a touch of a fire Talent myself. So I know something about it.” Before Corentin could decide what to say next, Savarin continued. “At first, when I’d heard what happened, I was simply curious. I wondered what you’d done and if I could learn how to as well. But when I asked to talk with you, you put me off. And soon I realized you were avoiding me. That’s when I got suspicious. Because you had no reason to avoid me.”

      “Perhaps I didn’t feel the need to be interrogated about an uninteresting bit of magic used to help someone recover his child.”

      “But the magic wasn’t uninteresting to me. And it wouldn’t have been an interrogation. It would have been two scholars—two men with Talent—discussing magic. From what I’ve heard, you have no problem engaging with scholars here. You and Lord Etan meet often to talk about your respective work. Given that, surely you can see how I might suspect you’d done something you wouldn’t want anyone to know about? Something that might even be dangerous to Tournai or its royal family.”

      “I resent that implication. You’ll remember I used the magic to help Tournai’s royal family.” Corentin kept his voice steady, but he silently cursed himself. He hadn’t meant to become more conspicuous by putting Savarin off, but he’d needed more information, and a plausible story. Keeping away from him had seemed best if the alternative was giving away who and what he was. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      “I haven’t forgotten.” Savarin’s tone wasn’t anything other than what could be termed condescending. But Corentin expected arrogance from him. “Neither does that mean you don’t have bad intentions. A smart man knows to bide his time, to gain the trust of others, before⁠—”

      “Before what? Betraying it? I do have some loyalty, and whatever you think, I helped out of the desire to see an innocent child brought home to her father.” Corentin regarded Savarin steadily, not giving him a flicker of anything he might twist into more suspicion. “I assume you used your magic to help for much the same reason.”

      “I did. But it’s your behavior afterward that reflects poorly on you. You’re lucky I haven’t alerted anyone else to my suspicions.”

      Corentin forced himself not to react to the threat in those words. He’d heard rumors, whispers, of spies being found in Jumelle, sent to ferret out information by the conquest-mad emperor of Ardunn. The Ardunn empire had been conquering and absorbing countries to its east for years, and it was rumored that its emperor had his sights set on Tournai, which was wealthy and strategically located on the western half of the continent. He had no love for Ardunn himself—the empire’s borders had expanded far too close to his home, which remained safe and hidden only due to the impassable mountains—so he could understand that there might be an air of caution. Would vague suspicions be enough in Tournai’s current climate? Savarin was trusted. Would his word be taken without any other proof?

      “I don’t know what you think I’ve done, or am planning to do.”

      “My suspicions might be nebulous, but my concern is for the safety of my country and its royal family when they are in such close proximity to an unknown and potentially dangerous magic.” Savarin seemed about to say something else, but at that moment, the university bells chimed the hour. He cursed under his breath. “I have to go to the palace for a meeting with the princes.”

      Corentin nodded, glad for the reprieve. “Of course. We’ll finish our discussion at another time.”

      A time long in the future, if ever.

      Savarin hesitated and then seemed to come to some sort of decision. Dread flooded Corentin. “No. I’m not going to chance you getting away from me again.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m going to make sure you’re here waiting when I return from my meeting,” Savarin said as he stepped back through the doorway.

      “I say again, excuse me? I might agree to wait for you, but I can’t see what you can do otherwise.”

      Savarin’s lips curled into something that was almost a smile, but very definitely smug, and Corentin’s dread grew stronger. Corentin strode toward Savarin, not sure whether he would throttle the man or stride past him and away, putting an end to an infuriating and nerve-wracking confrontation. Before he could make the decision, he hit an invisible barrier in the doorway and stumbled back a step.

      He put a hand up, flattening it against the magic that barred his path, a wall he couldn’t see. “What have you done?”

      “Ensured that you’ll still be here to finish this,” Savarin said, as if it made complete sense for him to trap another person against his will, as if it was all right.

      “You think I’m going to run away?”

      “I think you’re going to go back to avoiding me, and I can’t have that. We’ll continue our discussion when I return.”

      “You can’t do this,” Corentin bit out, but the sorcerer had already turned away, and a moment later he had disappeared down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Bastien propped himself up on his arms in the open window of his study and took a long, deep breath. Fresh air filled his lungs, fragrant with grass and horse and a hint of woodsmoke—the familiar scents of home. He liked this time of year, this shift of season when the trees changed color and the estate was awash with gold and red, before the weather turned colder and the gray of winter set in.

      He didn’t want to leave, didn’t want to miss all that color, but he likely would this year. It was absurd to feel so wrong about leaving, especially for so short a time. Just a trip to Jumelle for a month, maybe two. It wasn’t as if he would never return.

      Still, the trip would be the longest he’d be away from home since his father died and he inherited the title and the lands that went with it. He could have done without inheriting so early when it meant losing his parents so young. He’d shouldered the responsibility, of course, for his family and his estate and their business, but he hadn’t wanted it so soon. He’d been content working with the horses, and he didn’t like leaving them for so long, especially with Ligeia accompanying him to Jumelle. His sister was young, but he could trust her to keep the house and stables running properly for short periods of time, and he was never away for long. Except this time he would be, and Ligeia would have to be with him.

      But perhaps he could do something about investigating the letter while he was in Jumelle. He had no idea how to go about it, but he’d find a way.

      A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts.

      “Come in,” he called and turned from the window.

      The door opened, and Ligeia slipped in. She was dressed for work with the horses in a white shirt, green divided skirt, and scuffed boots, her light brown hair in a long braid falling over one shoulder. She didn’t look like the sister of an earl, and she would certainly scandalize any number of the more staid nobility in Jumelle dressed as she was. It was one of the reasons they were going to the capital city earlier than they needed to—Ligeia needed appropriate attire for attending court and a wedding.

      He smiled. He wouldn’t change her. “Didn’t you say you were going to pack?”

      “Yes, I started to, but then I wanted to check on Crimson,” Ligeia said and flopped down into one of the chairs in front of his desk.

      “How is she?”

      “Better—enough so I won’t feel too bad leaving tomorrow.” She worried her bottom lip between her teeth.

      Their family had bred horses, the best horses in Tournai, for generations, but Bastien doubted any who had come before had loved or devoted as much to those horses as Ligeia did.

      “That’s good.” He paused and studied her. He’d been her guardian and stand-in parent since their parents’ deaths; he knew her. “You do have to go to Jumelle. I wouldn’t make you if it wasn’t necessary.”

      She looked up at him, her features soft and almost sweet, the image of their mother, but the look in her eyes was sharp and very reminiscent of their father. “I know. It’s a royal wedding. We can’t exactly decline the invitation. And I don’t want to anyway. I like Etan.”

      He did too. While they weren’t strictly related—Etan was Prince Philip’s cousin on his father’s side, while Bastien was Philip’s cousin on his mother’s—Bastien had always been friendly with Etan, if not as close as he was to Etan’s older brother, Cathal. So he certainly wasn’t opposed to attending the wedding of a friend, even if it was taking him away from home.

      “And I do understand why we’re going early. I have nothing appropriate to wear to a wedding like this one. I probably don’t have anything appropriate to wear to a wedding at all.” She paused as if to consider the statement and then shrugged. “So it’s for the best. Thank you for thinking of it.”

      “I could have sent for seamstresses to come out here from the capital. I mean, not now, because we don’t have the time, but you shouldn’t hesitate to ask…”

      She smiled. “You know I wouldn’t, but it hasn’t mattered. I haven’t had need for formal gowns. Not since Philip married Amory anyway. I might have worn the same gown now if it still fit.”

      Only his sister wouldn’t care about being seen in the same gown at two such events. But in addition to the dress being too short and tight on her, he could only imagine it would be a bit young for her now too. Bastien knew next to nothing about ladies’ clothing, but he knew Ligeia was of an age to be dressing more like a woman than a girl, as disturbing as the thought was.

      “You can have some things made up along with the gown for the wedding. You could probably use some new dresses.” He took her to Jumelle infrequently, both because he only traveled when he had to and because she seldom wanted to go. In fact, he didn’t think she’d been to Jumelle since the princes’ wedding almost three years ago. They hadn’t even attended Cathal’s wedding, which had been a small private affair in the wake of Cathal’s investiture as duke and other more tumultuous events Cathal probably wanted to forget. But perhaps for Ligeia’s sake, visits needed to be made more often. She was a young lady after all, and he’d probably been failing her in that respect.

      “Maybe a few things. Elodie wants to help me, but I’ll have to try to rein her in if I can. From her letters it sounds as if she’s looking forward to helping a little too much.”

      Ligeia frowned, and Bastien had to bite back a laugh. Princess Elodie, Philip’s younger sister, was by all accounts quite fashionable, and it sounded as if she wanted to share that with Ligeia.

      “Get what you like. Just don’t bankrupt us while you’re doing it.”

      Ligeia snorted delicately. “Oh, very funny.”

      “Who’s being funny? I’m making a serious plea.”

      Ligeia’s lips curved into a smile. “I like it when you tease. You do it far too rarely these days.” Before he could respond to that assertion, she sobered and continued. “Are you worried about leaving for so long? The stewards are all capable of running the estate in your absence.”

      “I know.” And he did, but he couldn’t help wanting to be here to make sure everything was run properly.

      She obviously saw his doubts. “I could stay here, and then you wouldn’t have to be away so long. You wouldn’t have to go early. Would that be better?”

      He would feel better not being away from home as long, but he didn’t only have a responsibility to the family property, he had one to the family as well. He had to care for Ligeia and make sure she had everything she needed, which included time with other young people and all the experiences that went with being a young noblewoman. Experiences she wasn’t getting out here spending all her time with their horses. Never mind that she was excellent with them.

      “No. We’ll both go. We’ll visit with family. You’ll have your new gowns. And we’ll celebrate Etan’s marriage. Thank you for offering, though.”

      She watched him for a moment, probably trying to confirm his sincerity, and then nodded. “I suppose I should finish packing, then. Are you packed?”

      “I am. Just waiting on you.”

      “Ha. I’ll be ready to leave in the morning as scheduled.” She stood and walked to the door. “See you at dinner.”

      He murmured a reply and turned back to the window as the door closed. After another long breath, he went to his desk. He might be packed, but he had many other tasks to accomplish before they left for Jumelle in the morning.

      He almost wished there was a way to send Ligeia to Jumelle on her own and stay behind himself, but he wouldn’t shirk his duty to his family, even if it meant juggling others.
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        * * *

      

      Time passed. And Corentin fumed, his anger simmering just beneath the surface.

      He wasn’t a sorcerer in the way Savarin was; he didn’t have the skill or the proper kind of Talent to break the spell. He’d examined every inch of the barrier in the doorway, running his hands along its invisible surface, and found no break in it. The only other way out of the office was the window, but he found the same barrier in place there, and he was far too high up to climb out without hurting himself anyway.

      His own Talent couldn’t help him either. He had no room to transform inside, not that it would aid his escape, as flying to a safe landing brought with it too great a risk of discovery. And his fire would do nothing. He might be able to burn the building to the ground, but that would only kill him and anyone else who remained inside.

      How could Savarin do this?

      The man had no right, not even in some misplaced defense of country.

      Corentin would have a difficult time restraining himself from doing murder when Savarin returned. He’d worry that Savarin wouldn’t, leaving him here to rot, but Corentin knew he would come back—he was far too curious not to. And if Corentin didn’t miss his guess, Savarin had a theory. Perhaps not fully formed yet, but he had one. He would come back to try to confirm it.

      If only he knew what that theory was. Savarin had given no clues away, not that Corentin had seen. But just because Corentin hadn’t seen it didn’t mean Savarin didn’t know something, or think he did.

      Corentin paced his office like a caged beast.

      He let out a short, bitter laugh. He was a caged beast.

      Over an hour later, when Savarin finally reappeared in his doorway, Corentin didn’t bother hiding his rage, but before he could say anything, Savarin spoke.

      “The delay was unavoidable I’m afraid, but now we can talk.”

      “Are you mad?” Corentin roared. “You’ve imprisoned me in my own office, and you expect me to talk to you? To answer your questions?”

      “That was unavoidable as well.”

      The arrogance, or perhaps obliviousness, of the words was astounding. But Savarin was smart enough to stay outside the barrier he’d created. Otherwise Corentin would have been hard-pressed not to throttle him.

      “You are mad. Who do you think you are to do this to another person?”

      “Someone who is trying to protect his people. Wouldn’t you do the same?”

      He would do quite a bit to ensure the safety of his people, and had. “What you’ve done has nothing to do with the safety of Tournai. You’re trying to satisfy your own curiosity at my expense.”

      “I told you when I first heard of the magic you performed, I was curious. But then you acted so suspiciously by avoiding me, and I became concerned.”

      “If you were that concerned, I would have had agents of the crown beating down my door already.” He didn’t know why he said it, practically daring Savarin to do just that. But Corentin didn’t think he would.

      Savarin shrugged. “I didn’t see the need then.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I’m formulating an opinion. Because now I think I know more about your magic.”

      “Oh?” Cold dread again, but he clung to the anger. “What do you think you know?”

      “Before I came upon you today, I assumed you knew some magic I hadn’t encountered yet. Then I saw your back.”

      Anger. He had to stay angry. “I can’t see what my tattoos have to do with magic.”

      “Because those are not tattoos.”

      “I think I would know better as they belong to me.”

      “And I know you’re lying.” Savarin continued speaking before Corentin could deny the allegation, despite its truth. “Those marks made me remember something. I’ve heard stories of dragons and the people who supposedly lived among them, perhaps caring for them, perhaps controlling them. When I left here to go to the palace, I thought perhaps you were one of those people and the markings identify you as such. But now, I don’t think that’s it.”

      At the mention of dragons, Corentin’s anger disappeared, replaced by icy fear rushing through his veins. It was everything he didn’t want to happen. “That’s absurd.”

      “You haven’t heard the stories?”

      “I’ve heard many stories. It’s part of my work, of what I study. It doesn’t mean all—or even most—of them are true.”

      “I know that well. And so little is known about dragons, though I’ve heard Lord Etan has taken an interest in the stories.”

      “So he’s said.”

      “I haven’t spoken to him of it. Dragons aren’t generally something I take an interest in.”

      “Then why are we discussing them?”

      “Because I have a theory. A new one, one I could never have dreamed of before today. I wonder if Lord Etan’s reached the same conclusion about dragons with his research and knowledge.” Savarin stared at him, gray gaze intense and searching. “I don’t think you’re a man who lives with dragons. I think you are a dragon.”

      Savarin’s words fell into the silence, shattering it, stark and loud and echoing. Corentin stared at him, aware of the scrutiny he was being subjected to in turn. How had he come to that conclusion? As much as Corentin worried that someone might find out, he hadn’t believed Savarin would come up with the right answer.

      “You could deny it,” Savarin continued. “But I won’t believe you, and if you say nothing, we both know that’s an admission too.”

      “You’re giving me very few options.” Corentin forced the words out as normally as he could.

      “I know, and I’d apologize, but I don’t think you’d believe in my sincerity.”

      “Would it be sincere?”

      Savarin grinned, lightning quick and then gone. It was stunning on his almost too-handsome face—and completely shocking. “I’m not sure. If even some of the stories of dragons and dragon hunts are true, I can understand, I think, the desire to keep such a thing secret. But I know what you are. I don’t know how such Talents, such magic, are possible, but I know you possess one.”

      He wasn’t sure what to do with Savarin’s curiously candid statements. They were quite different from those he made before he’d trapped Corentin in his own office. An action that did not inspire great trust. “And what will you do with these things you think are true?”

      “Nothing.”

      Corentin let out a short, sharp laugh. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

      “Well, I can’t say I wouldn’t like to know more, and I’ll be alert for danger to Tournai, should you prove untrustworthy. But you’ve done nothing to harm anyone yet, and as I said, I can see your need for secrecy, and I can respect that as far as it goes.”

      “Big of you,” Corentin said, his voice dry.

      One side of Savarin’s mouth curved up. “I won’t lie. I want to know more—I want to know everything—but you don’t trust me enough to tell me everything.”

      “You’ve trapped me in my office using magic I can’t counteract. I don’t see how I would trust you at all.” Corentin drew himself up to his full height, a match for Savarin’s own tall stature. Though he couldn’t see how he would be at all intimidating behind an impenetrable wall of magic controlled by the man outside it.

      “I hope someday that will change. I would very much like to hear your story. For now, I’ll bid you good day.”

      Corentin’s mouth dropped open as Savarin turned and walked away. He rushed toward the open door. “You’re just going to leave me here? Are you hoping I’ll starve to death?”

      “Go where you like. I’m not preventing you.”

      Corentin narrowed his eyes and reached out a hand, expecting to be stopped by the magical barrier, but his hand passed easily through the air. He growled and stepped forward. “That’s it? All this and you’re just leaving?”

      Savarin was already halfway down the corridor. “Yes,” he tossed over his shoulder. “You aren’t going to talk, and I have important work I need to do today. So that’s all.”

      Corentin stood in the doorway and watched until Savarin reached the stairs and began to stride down them. Then he went back into his office and closed the door. And stood in the middle of the small room.

      What had just happened?

      Savarin knew about him, knew what he was if nothing else. Corentin wasn’t sure how. More troubling, what would Savarin do with the information, how much did he have, and would he try to find out more? Corentin didn’t dare hope that Savarin would give up, but he could hope that whatever had pulled the sorcerer’s attention away today would hold it long enough for Corentin to figure out what to do.

      He had to do something; he couldn’t leave things as they were. At the very least, he had to discover what was out there for Savarin to find. He hadn’t spent as much time in the university’s libraries researching dragons as he would have liked, reluctant to draw attention to them with Etan already so interested. But Corentin needed to know what had led Savarin this far, and what might take him further along a path to discovering more about dragons. If there was such a path. Corentin could only hope that Tournai’s libraries contained only the usual stories and scraps he’d found in other libraries he’d visited in his travels. He still might be able to refute any claims Savarin might make to others, if he was prepared. If he knew what there was to be found about dragons. If he knew more about Savarin himself.

      It was time for him to search out more information, figure out who he could trust in this country, if anyone.
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      Bastien tried to remember the last time he and all three of his siblings were under the same roof for any length of time. Perhaps Philip’s wedding. He didn’t think it had been sooner, and even then, they’d only been together for a few days. Really, it had been before their parents’ deaths five years ago that they’d all lived together. They’d gotten along well when they were young, running tame on their family’s estate. It became obvious very quickly after Bastien and Ligeia arrived in Jumelle that they’d lost the knack of how to live together harmoniously. Or perhaps too much had changed for them to ever be so close again.

      The changes were sad in some ways, but perhaps necessary. Bastien was earl now, and as such, the head of his family. He had to take care of his siblings and their holdings. He couldn’t afford to act as he had when his father was earl, but he didn’t think Griffen, Mathis, or Ligeia truly understood that. Perhaps they never would.

      Bastien only wished their time together could be a little more comfortable. But Mathis fled to the university library at every opportunity, and a strangely subdued Griffen spent more time out of the house than in it. On the rare occasions they were all together, tense was the only word Bastien could think of to describe the atmosphere in the house. But he couldn’t let them all go their separate ways—it wouldn’t be right—so he mandated they at least eat dinner together, barring obligations elsewhere. And he was suspicious of any excuse Griffen or Mathis brought him. He didn’t trust those two to do as he asked. Mathis and Griffen lived together in the family townhouse in Jumelle and seemed far too used to answering to no one, not even each other.

      Mathis spent all his time studying and was marginally reclusive as well. Griffen was in no way reclusive—he was perhaps too social, always with friends at parties or the theater or wherever. Somehow, Griffen and Mathis had worked out their living arrangements after Griffen was sent back to Jumelle from his first assignment abroad. Bastien hadn’t been—and still wasn’t—certain his flighty brother was well suited to diplomatic work, but Philip kept Griffen on with the promise of another posting outside Tournai in the future. Bastien wondered if Philip ever really planned to send Griffen out again, though Philip also wasn’t given to stringing anyone along unnecessarily. Perhaps he saw something Bastien didn’t.

      After a few days in Jumelle, Bastien realized that Griffen and Mathis lived together so peacefully because they were seldom home at the same time, except to sleep.

      Ligeia was far more excited about attending the wedding and preparations for it than Bastien had expected. Elodie’s favorite seamstress presented herself at the house the day after they arrived in Jumelle, with Elodie not far behind. Bastien made a point of being there to greet his cousin. He hadn’t seen the princess in quite a while, but she was as vivacious as ever, her eyes sparkling with anticipation for the task ahead. Elodie was always perfectly and fashionably dressed—though he supposed, as sister to the prince, she more often than not set the fashions rather than followed them.

      Elodie arrived with only one of her ladies accompanying her and, as soon as she greeted Bastien and Ligeia, dragged Ligeia off to pore over designs for gowns and fabrics and trims and who knew what else. He’d told himself he would stay, but after a while, he slipped from the room. Ligeia didn’t need him; a few years separated her and Elodie, and they hadn’t seen each other in a while, but Ligeia didn’t seem intimidated by her royal cousin. He left them talking and giggling in the parlor and went back to his study.

      Though the house was empty except for the women and the servants, he closed the door behind him. He sat behind his desk, but he was soon up and pacing, hardly noticing he did it. He always did his best thinking while moving. And he had to think about how to proceed. He needed to figure out what to do to investigate the claim from the letter.

      The events it pertained to had occurred years ago, and no one had seen them as anything other than an accident. Since they involved the then prince and his wife as well as Bastien’s parents, he assumed someone would have looked into the matter back then. There was probably nothing to it, just someone trying to cause him grief for reasons known only to them. Perhaps to stir up turmoil for the royal family as well, since anyone would assume he’d go to Philip with the letter.

      Philip had to be told, but Bastien hesitated to. He didn’t want to make trouble when likely nothing could be done, and he didn’t want to cause his cousin more pain.

      But he couldn’t seem to let it go either, to rip the note up and burn the pieces and forget he ever received it. What if the claim in the letter was true? What then? Something had to be done. Such an accusation couldn’t go unanswered.

      He went to the desk and unlocked the center drawer. He pulled it open and moved a stack of papers until he reached the scrap underneath. The words were burned into his mind, but he read the blocky printing again anyway.

      
      It wasn’t an accident that killed your parents and Their Highnesses.

      
      He resisted the urge to crumble the note and toss it aside. If the allegation was true, his parents and Philip’s hadn’t been killed in a boating accident as they all had thought. If the note was true, they had been murdered.

      No, he couldn’t leave it alone.
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        * * *

      

      However, when the day of Etan’s wedding arrived, Bastien hadn’t made any progress in his investigation. It didn’t help that he wasn’t entirely sure how to begin. Years had passed since his uncle and aunt, Prince Jeton and Princess Franca, had taken his parents sailing out of Jumelle on a beautiful, clear day, their boat crewed by experienced sailors from the royal navy. Bastien had been with Philip when someone came to bring them the news that the boat had gone down in a sudden storm, leaving both sets of parents dead and the crew either dead or lost. And leaving Philip crown prince far too soon, at an unexpectedly young age. Bastien had inherited the earldom that day, also far too soon for his liking.

      They’d had little time to mourn, either of them, as they picked up the burden of their duties. Like Philip, Bastien hadn’t wanted to rely too heavily on others, though his uncle, his father’s younger brother Ormand, had offered support. Bastien was an adult, and he would care for his lands and family himself, despite the tragic circumstances of his inheritance. Philip, he knew, had felt much the same, taking advice from his own uncle Umber and his advisors, but ruling himself.

      But they’d believed the event that led to their inheritance of title and throne had been a tragic accident. Now, he couldn’t look at that time the same way, knowing it might not have been so.

      Over the weeks leading up to the wedding, Bastien visited several of his father’s old friends and his uncle, trying to learn more about the day his parents died. He didn’t want to tell anyone of his suspicions and the note, not even his uncle. What if it wasn’t true? Or what if it was, but they could never prove it? He couldn’t distress others when he just didn’t know.

      Despite his doubts, for some reason he believed it was true, and the darkness in that belief pulled at him.

      In his search for proof, Bastien began his conversations with seemingly inconsequential things and then tried to subtly steer them to reminiscences of his father and the time he died. He hoped someone might have noticed something—anything—but he didn’t ask directly, and no one volunteered any valuable information. Nothing more than fond memories and expressions of sorrow.

      He couldn’t dismiss the possibility that his parents might not have been the targets at all. Perhaps his parents’ deaths were nothing more than a byproduct, as difficult as it was for him to think it, of an assassination of the crown prince. Bastien’s father had been powerful, but not in the way Prince Jeton was. It was far more likely that someone had chosen to assassinate the prince than to murder Bastien’s father, but nothing had happened afterward. There had been no grab for power, no attack, no attempt to control Philip. And he could not believe that Philip would have his own parents—and Bastien’s—murdered, to take the throne. Such a thought went contrary to everything he knew of his cousin.

      So what could the motive have been for an assassination?

      Unless there was something he didn’t know about his father; it was a notion he couldn’t forget once he’d thought it. His father hadn’t mentioned enemies, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t had any. It just meant he hadn’t shared the information with Bastien. Bastien had been working beside his father to learn all he could about their lands and business, but neither of them expected he’d have to shoulder those responsibilities for years—decades—to come.

      Only he had.

      Now he had this latest burden, which he’d have to share, despite his reluctance. He simply didn’t know enough about how to find more information, if there was any to be found. Philip would have to be told. Though Bastien hated the idea of reviving his cousin’s grief, Philip had to know. He would have more resources as well, people who could help Bastien in his search. Because he wouldn’t give up the investigation. He couldn’t put it in someone else’s hands and wait.

      With the decision made to tell Philip, Bastien wanted to go directly to the palace and do so, but he couldn’t bring himself to put a cloud over Etan’s wedding day. He could hold his own counsel for a little longer, could find patience, so Philip could enjoy his cousin’s wedding without the knowledge that his parents might have been murdered.

      He could give Philip—give all of them—that much, the one day. He’d do his best to not think of it himself for a night. He wasn’t certain what it would take for him to put it aside, or if it was even possible, but he was going to try.

      If only he could allow himself to drown his worries for one evening.

      As Bastien waited in the parlor for Griffen and Ligeia to be ready to leave for the wedding, he contemplated pouring himself just one drink. But there would be wine at the dinner and party to follow the afternoon wedding, and it wouldn’t do to arrive already drinking. He could hide his concerns from everyone without the help of alcohol. His siblings hadn’t noticed.

      Mathis sat at a small table in the corner, an open book and a sheaf of papers in front of him. Every so often, he would scribble something. It was rare to see Mathis without a book, though Bastien was certain even he wouldn’t sneak one into the wedding. Mostly certain. Bastien would have to watch him. At least Mathis was dressed for the event, his light brown hair neat, the pale blue sleeves of his wedding finery free of the ink smudges that so often stained his clothing.

      Ligeia swept into the parlor, looking utterly unlike herself. An elegant young woman appeared in place of the girl who spent most of her time with the horses. Her hair was curled, braided, and pinned up in a complicated arrangement. The gown, one of several she’d had made up with Elodie’s guidance, was apparently the height of fashion. The snug bodice scooped low at the neck and was trimmed with delicate lace and gold embroidery with just the slightest sparkle from a few beads worked into the design. Blue skirts flared out from the nipped-in waist, sweeping around her as she walked…with a bit of a wobble. It seemed Elodie had talked her into heeled shoes after all.

      But even his gentle amusement couldn’t keep Bastien from staring. When had his baby sister grown up?

      “What is it?” Ligeia asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Mathis looked up at the sound of her voice, and he stared too.

      Bastien chuckled. “Doesn’t matter. You look lovely.”

      She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks pinked up a bit. Though Ligeia wasn’t a raving beauty, she’d always had a prettiness to her that was increased by her lively personality. Bastien was pleased to see the sparkle in her eyes hadn’t changed even with the new clothing. In fact, despite the slight wobble and the tense set to her shoulders in the unfamiliar gown, she looked happy, excited even.

      “Thank you. Even though you have to say that because you’re my brother.” She gave him a half smile.

      “We’re your brothers, but he’s not lying,” Mathis said, closing his book and going to Ligeia. He kissed her cheek. “You do look lovely.”

      “Thank you, Mathis.”

      “And now we just have to wait for Griffen,” Bastien said.

      “I might as well go back to my book. He’ll take twice as long as Ligeia did.” Mathis suited actions to words and walked back to his seat.

      “Should I be insulted?” Griffen stepped into the parlor behind Ligeia, an easy smile on his lips despite his words. He was dressed in well-tailored silk the deep blue-green of the sea, his hair arranged just so in its fashionable cut. He and Bastien looked so alike in build and features they’d been mistaken for twins more than once despite the years separating them. They shared the same thick bronze hair, the same height, the same eyes. But Griffen’s demeanor was far more carefree than Bastien’s.

      Bastien looked at him more closely. Today Griffen didn’t seem so carefree, and the smile didn’t reach his eyes. He looked almost…sad? Bastien frowned and opened his mouth, but Ligeia spoke first.

      “I’m wondering if I need to be insulted too.” She sent a glare Mathis’s way.

      “We can be insulted together all the way to the palace.” Griffen offered her his arm. She snorted out a laugh but took the arm, allowing Griffen to escort her from the parlor. Mathis looked at Bastien and shrugged. Leaving his book on the table, he followed them. Bastien narrowed his eyes; Mathis had to have a book on him somewhere or he wouldn’t have left so easily. Sighing, he decided he’d deal with that when the time came.

      He followed his siblings out into the small entry hall where they were putting on cloaks and hats. He accepted his own formal outerwear from a maid and donned it quickly, before ushering everyone outside. As soon as they were all seated in the waiting carriage, it rattled away over the cobbles of the lane, carrying them toward the palace and the wedding.

      Ligeia chattered to Griffen in the forward-facing seat, asking him questions about court and the wedding and the people who would be there. Of all of them, Griffen was the one who spent the most time at Philip’s court. Though he lived in the city, Mathis seemed to avoid anything unrelated to the university and his studies, and Bastien only came to Jumelle when he had to. Griffen’s replies were oddly hesitant, but he carried on speaking with Ligeia so Bastien let it go, instead focusing on the city outside the carriage window.

      Jumelle was lovely, Bastien could admit, even though he much preferred the countryside. Autumn had arrived, the summer heat mellowing away but the chill rains of late autumn and winter not yet beginning. Etan and Tristan had picked a perfect time for a wedding.

      As they approached the palace, the carriage slowed; they’d have to wait their turn to get through the gates and the guards stationed there. People milled about in the square, some pointing, children jumping up and down—all there to get a glimpse of the spectacle. Etan and Tristan’s wedding wouldn’t have the same pomp and formality as Philip and Amory’s, but the arriving nobility and wealthy citizens of Jumelle—those fortunate enough to have received an invitation—provided the spectators with something to see.

      Mathis pulled a small book from his pocket, confirming Bastien’s earlier suspicions, and read while the carriage inched forward. Bastien shook his head but said nothing for the moment. If Mathis produced the book during the ceremony or celebration, they’d have words.

      They finally made it to the palace gates where the guards checked them off the list and allowed the carriage to pass. The driver followed the long line of carriages through the grounds to the palace’s main entrance. On any other day, for any other visit, Bastien would have been on horseback and gone directly to the stables, but that wouldn’t do today.

      When they finally arrived, a servant opened the carriage door. Bastien climbed down and moved a few steps away to allow Mathis, who had secreted the book away again, to follow. Next came Griffen who turned to reach a hand back offering assistance to Ligeia. She then took his arm, and they all walked into the palace together. More servants whisked their cloaks and hats away, and they joined the wedding guests milling about the palace’s grand entry hall.

      The large room, with its marble floor and soaring ceiling, was crowded but not a crush, for which Bastien was thankful as they threaded through the guests. The hall had always been somewhat intimidating to him—probably the intention of the grand design. Its sweeping staircase, the open gallery on the floor above with its ornate columns, the art placed strategically around the room… It all inspired a sense of awe in the visitor, and Bastien was no exception. Their country house, though large and comfortable, and the house in Jumelle, were obviously much less extravagant than the palace, but it was more that his life at Ardesia was far removed from anything close to court life.

      He was used to his more simple life, but he had to represent his family here, and he wanted to celebrate with Etan as well.

      Bastien nodded to acquaintances, stopping to chat when he had to, and made a point of introducing his sister to those who didn’t know or wouldn’t remember her. She’d been very young when they attended Philip and Amory’s wedding, too young to officially take part in court events, and her absence from Jumelle meant that few were acquainted with her. She hadn’t even been formally presented at court, something that had completely slipped Bastien’s mind until that moment. If his parents had been alive, she’d have been presented at the proper time. The whole thing was ridiculous, since she was the prince’s cousin and Philip wasn’t strict when he didn’t have to be, but the rules and proprieties still had to be observed. Her attendance at Etan’s wedding wasn’t a problem, due to the—somewhat tenuous—familial connection. Anything else would be.

      He’d have to make the arrangements—he had no idea how to go about it, but he’d figure it out. Maybe they could get the whole thing over with before they left for home. Of course, he might be in Jumelle longer than he’d like what with the problem of the note, so they’d probably have plenty of time for it.

      He pushed the thought of the note, what it meant, and what he had to do about it out of his mind. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t dwell on it until after the wedding.

      Thankfully, at that point, the guests were ushered into the large room where the ceremony would be performed. They settled into their chairs, and Bastien glanced around as the other guests did the same. It wasn’t the same room where Philip and Amory had wed; that one had been larger—necessary to accommodate the enormous guest list. Etan and Tristan had managed a smaller event, which he’d heard from Cathal had been their goal. But Etan was still a member of the royal family, son of a royal duke, and the number of people attending was by no means small.

      The room was decorated elegantly with swags of white and silver fabric and fragrant flowers that must have been grown in hot houses as few were in season. The late afternoon light streamed through the windows, warm and golden, setting the glass in the chandeliers to glowing.

      On one side of Bastien, Griffen murmured to Ligeia and made subtle gestures pointing out people in the crowd. On his other side, Mathis sat, not talking to anyone but not trying to read either, for which Bastien was profoundly grateful. Mathis could take a little while away from his books and studies.

      The princes were announced, and everyone stood, only to drop into curtsies or bows as Philip and Amory walked into the room arm in arm. They were dressed formally for the wedding, both in deep royal purple silk and velvet. While they weren’t dressed alike, the styles of their clothing complemented each other, and the intricate embroidery at cuff and hem matched. They wore the circlets of their rank on their heads, the delicately worked gold seeming to rest easily on both Philip’s dark hair and Amory’s auburn curls.

      Not so long ago, Amory hadn’t looked near so comfortable with his role and the trappings of it, but he’d done all that was asked of him—he’d likely get through anything for Philip. The role of prince seemed to have settled well onto Amory. He moved along the aisle on Philip’s arm at ease among the crowd. And more than that, he appeared happy.

      They both looked happy. Certainly, they had to be delighted about the event they attended today, the union of people they cared about—Amory’s friend Tristan marrying Philip’s cousin Etan. But Bastien also knew that much of the joy they were almost incandescent with stemmed only from the fact that they were together. Bastien wondered if they were remembering their own wedding day, one that had involved far more people and pomp than today’s but had also seemed intimate every time Philip and Amory looked at each other.

      Bastien hadn’t realized how unhappy Philip had been until he’d seen him with Amory for the first time, seen how joy lightened his entire being. He’d understood then why Philip had flaunted tradition to marry Amory. Happiness might not have been a concern for many when thinking of a ruler, but Bastien could see how Amory helped Philip, how he made Philip better. How Amory alleviated a loneliness in Philip that Bastien hadn’t been aware of until it was gone.

      Philip and Amory settled onto their thrones, positioned at the front of the room but away from the area in which Etan and Tristan would be married. The arrangement was in keeping with their position and the traditional placement, but also left them in the background of an event they refused to make about them. Philip lifted Amory’s hand to his lips, brushing a kiss over his fingers, and Amory smiled a soft, sweet smile meant only for Philip despite all who witnessed.

      They were beautiful together, and, for Bastien, utterly painful to watch.

      Philip must have given some signal because the doors at the back of the room opened again, and the ceremony began. Etan and Tristan walked into the room side by side, one dark-haired and one golden blond, in defiance of tradition that would have them walk separately. Arm in arm, they came down the long aisle of the room, smiling at their friends and family but mostly at each other. They wore the traditional wedding clothes of Tournai, the style all men wore on their wedding day, theirs in white silk with the embroidered leaves and vines twining around hems and cuffs done in white and silver. The clothing fit both men perfectly, of course, and was likely made by the best tailor in Jumelle.

      But the splendor of their clothing couldn’t hold a candle to the emotion it was obvious they felt. If Bastien had thought Philip and Amory’s joy was apparent, that of Etan and Tristan was practically a tangible thing. They seemed to glow with it; the power of it could probably light the room better than the crystal chandeliers suspended above their heads.

      For just a moment, Bastien let himself wonder what it would feel like to have that for himself.

      The ceremony was a bit of a blur after Bastien’s imagination took over, showing him a picture of himself saying vows to someone he loved that much. He wondered if it was something he would ever have. Etan and Tristan joined hands and spoke their vows to each other, their voices filled with intense emotion. Bastien was sure everyone could hear it, had to hear it and be affected by it, as he was, though he was surprised to see Griffen’s eyes were damp as he watched the pair exchange rings.

      With the vows made, Etan and Tristan, followed by their witnesses, went to the book laid out on an ornate table at the side of the dais. The old leather book held the record of every royal marriage going back for generations—and other volumes, shelved in the palace’s archives, recorded those that had come before, chronicling the history of the royal family. He’d seen Philip and Amory sign it at their marriage, and Cathal and Flavian would have as well when they wed. Etan and Tristan affixed their signatures in the book and then passed the pen to Cathal, who had been Etan’s witness. Bastien had been surprised to hear that. Though Cathal was Etan’s oldest brother, they hadn’t been as close as Etan had to his other brother, Vrai, when they were growing up. Something had changed, if Etan’s choice and the way he and Cathal behaved toward one another were any indication. After signing his name, Cathal passed the pen in turn to Tristan’s witness, his brother Maxen. Bastien had never met Maxen and knew only that he had a position working with Tristan in their family’s shipping company. His hair was a darker shade of blond than his brother’s, but his eyes were the same bright blue, and they sparkled as he bent to sign.

      As soon as Maxen lifted the pen from the page, a golden shimmer began to emanate from the book. The room seemed to take a collective breath as the shimmer grew, turning into a glow of light that bathed Etan and Tristan. It flared, just to the edge of too bright, but then faded back to a shimmer and slowly away to nothing. Everyone was silent, in awe of the magic that sealed the union. A tear rolled down Ligeia’s cheek, and Bastien handed her his handkerchief, though he had to blink back tears of his own.

      After a moment, Etan and Tristan turned and went to the thrones. They made their bows, something Bastien knew Philip and Amory likely thought unnecessary, but was another tradition that couldn’t be avoided. And after the beauty
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