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“Is this what it is like in Cipul?” Cezary asked.

Hedeon thought about it. Everything in Cipul was about showing off wealth and proximity to the Crown. All new clothes would be made for the week of festivities leading up to a marriage ceremony. There would be cakes stacked to the ceiling and enough wine to fill the sea. Or that was how it was for the people Hedeon had known. He imagined the workers, those who did not have a family color or a connection to the palace did things a little differently. “I did not attend many weddings.”

“Filip seems happy. Right?”

“Happier than I have ever seen him.” Hedeon looked over. Cezary was helping scrub the baby dragons’ scales but Roam was giving him a hard time. “Here.” Hedeon scooped the dragon up in his palm and held him still so Cezary could get around the delicate wings without worrying about Roam’s spiky tail hitting him. “That is what love is supposed to do. Make you happy. And safe.”

Cezary bit his lip and tipped his head to the side. “Safe.”

Safe. He said it like a rare sweet. “You are loved here, Cezary.”

His eyes went wide behind his thick lenses. He tipped his head down and moved the brush over Roam’s feet. “Nikolai has always taken care of me.”

Hedeon inhaled slowly. He could do it. He could say it. “Not just Nikolai.”
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AMIKA WIPED HER BROW. She had supervised Yury as he had constructed the arch that would support the silk flower canopy Filip had requested. She had spent two days making the flowers from scraps of silk and velvet. And had even made a small wreath to adorn the bust of the Terror that had been added to the lower gate.

Filip had wanted to help with the preparations, but Amika had told him to take a long bath to prepare for the ceremony. It was his special day; he did not need to fret over flower canopies.

All that remained was tying the flowers to the support, which should have been easy. But as Amika brought over her basket of flowers and twine and ribbon, Filip’s snow leopard flopped down in front of the arch.

“What are you doing?” Amika asked, not expecting any kind of answer.

To her surprise, the large cat put its paw on the basket and tipped it over. Amika bent to right it and was met with deadly, pale eyes.

Since following Filip home, the snow leopard had settled in at the temple. It had never hurt anyone and even left Filip’s gnu goats alone. But that did not mean that Amika felt comfortable around the animal.

The cat put its nose to a handful of flowers that had fallen out and then pushed one towards Amika. She picked it up and put it to the side. She reached for a white one and the cat revealed its long, pointy teeth and hissed. Amika jerked back her hand.

“Can I have the flower please?”

The cat hissed again and moved so the flower was under its belly. Then it nosed at the faded red flower again.

“I am supposed to use this one?” Again, Amika did not know why she was talking to the cat as if it would understand, she did not have Filip’s gift. But then the cat purred. “Oh.”

Amika took the red one and under the watchful eye of the snow leopard attached it to the arch. The cat put its large head in the basket and came up with a flower in its mouth. Amika’s hand shook as she held it out. The cat dropped the flower in her palm. “Well then.”
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FILIP LEANED BACK AND let the hot water run over his neck. He really had needed to relax.

He closed his eyes and dragged his fingers through the water, envisioning a canopy of delicate flowers all perfectly placed.
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SIGISMUND LOOKED AWAY from his reflection to check his list. Candles. Wine. Honeybuns.

“You are nervous.” Nikolai came up behind him and tucked a flower into Sigismund’s hair.

“No.” Sigismund was not nervous. He just needed everything to be perfect in order to set up a perfect forever. He looked back at the list and wondered if they had enough wine. “Of course not.”

Nikolai took the list away. “Are you disappointed it will not be like the ones in Kings Rest.”

His wedding to Filip would just be a simple country style binding in the courtyard in front of the training hall. Sigismund had never envisioned being married so he had never dreamed of a large ceremony. But there was something on his mind. “I miss my parents.”

“They wanted to come.”

“I know. I understand why it would have been too risky.” Ever since he left Kings Rest his parents had been under scrutiny. The safest route for them was claiming that he was training outside of the kingdom. “But I cannot help feeling a little sad. For both of us.”

Filip’s family would not be in attendance either. They thought he was dead.

The death of the prince had been marked by two days of silence in Cipul. Filip had gotten drunk and gone to bed at the news, but the next day he had been singing and happy again and asked Yury to add to his markings, getting a small bird stitched onto his index finger.

The people at the temple were their family now. And as far as Sigismund could gather, a more loving one than Filip had ever known.

It had been Filip that asked for an official binding. Sigismund had been happy with just the words exchanged between them, the understanding they had of their own hearts and minds. But Filip had said he wanted everyone to know. And he wanted a party. But despite what he said and being a prince used to much more elaborate festivities, the only thing Filip had insisted on was a canopy of flowers.

Sigismund kept waiting for more requests but they never came. Did that mean Filip was not excited?
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PASHA IGNORED THE BIRD at their shoulder. They were carefully getting a crease out of Filip’s wedding robes and needed to concentrate so they did not burn their fingers.

A little impatient tap preceded a nip at their ear.

Pasha batted the bird away. “Tell him it is time.”

The bird retreated to the corner of the room. Pasha double checked everything was ready. They were buffing a spot off of the delicate slippers when Filip entered still wet from his bath. Filip came close and kissed Pasha’s cheek; his wet hair stuck to her nose and forehead.

“Thank you for playing valet one last time.”

Pasha pushed him away. They wanted to get through this without crying. “Dry off properly. I don’t want you leaving marks on the silk.”
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THE BELL AT THE GATE rang out.

Nikolai offered his arm. Sigismund took it and was escorted to the courtyard. On the other side, Filip was waiting with Pasha on his arm. Sigismund knew Yury was under the canopy but he could not take his eyes off of Filip.

“I am so happy for you,” Nikolai said.

“Thank you,” Sigismund bent his knees so Nikolai could kiss his cheek while Pasha pressed their forehead to Filip’s and then stepped back.

Filip touched his sash, adjusting the
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