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THE PRINCE WHO NEVER SMILED

...Leo hovered outside the closed bedroom door, torn
between curiosity and basic decency. He had the right to open
the door and stroll into the room, but he wasn't sure if the
stranger knew that. It didn’t seem so, since he hadn’'t once
addressed Leo properly, and he didn’t bow when they parted
company. And the man did deserve some privacy after
everything he had gone through. Leo didn’t know what,
exactly, he had gone through, but it was enough to know that
he had looked like a frightened, angry, confused, drowned cat.

He closed his eyes, reliving the moment when the man had
come out of nowhere. There hadn’'t been a warning, or even
the hint of hisarrival. He was just al of a sudden airborne, his
arms waving, his face pulled into comical surprise. And then
he was covered in mud. The whole event hadn’'t taken more
than three or four seconds. But it had been enough to startle a
laugh out of Leo.

A real, genuine laugh. Accompanied by a rea, genuine
smile.

Leo had been instantly ashamed of himself. What would
his mother think if she saw him laughing at the poor man?
And the stranger had certainly looked pathetic. It was shame
that prompted Leo to pull the stranger onto the back of his
horse—an action that would give both of his parents a small
heart attack. And it was the memory of that shame that
prompted Leo to instruct Jax to take the man to his private



quartersfor hisbath and supper.

His guilt was almost assuaged by the concessions. But his
curiosity was piqued. Feeling the man pressed against his back
had made something stir to life deep within him. He couldn’t
believe that he had any rea desire for the stranger—the boy
had been shivering and shaking, cold, and covered in mud. But
somehow, none of that mattered when he pressed his chest to
Leo’sback...
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THE PRINCE WHO NEVER SMILED

CHAPTER1

Many years ago, in a kingdom far away, there lived a
young prince. This prince was very handsome, and everybody
in the kingdom loved him. His father, the king, doted on the
young man, and did everything he could to make the boy
happy. His mother, the queen, adored her prince, and devised
new and special gifts for him every day. The subjects of the
kingdom brought offerings to the prince, and served at his
pleasure, without a single complaint. The prince, being a good
man, responded in kind and treated everybody fairly and with
respect. But, much to his father’s confusion and his mother’s
disappointment, there was one thing the prince never did.

He never smiled.
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Finally, unable to tolerate his son’s dour expression any
longer, the king sent out a decree. He dispatched messengers
to every corner of his country, and runners to all the
neighboring kingdoms. The first person to make his hard-
faced child smilewould earn theright to marry him.

Unfortunately for the king, things did not go as planned...

* * *

“Thisisstupid.”

“Hush. She’ snot stupid.”

Prince Leopold leaned closer to his mother. “I never said
she was stupid. | said thisis stupid. Bribing women to come to
court to make fools of themselvesis pointless.”

The queen brought the fan up to her mouth, shielding it
from view. “You know that your father is not going to change
his mind about this. He just wants to see you happy.”

Leo believed his mother, but that didn’t make the situation
any less ridiculous. The kind thing to do—the merciful
thing—would be to send the girl back to her home with a
couple of pieces of gold. Some sort of token payment for her
effort and the time she spent traveling to the castle. He had to
give her credit for originality—he had never seen such a
risqué puppet show before, but he certainly did not want to
watch something so explicit in front of his mother and
everybody elsein the long hall. It was al he could do to keep
the grimace from hisface.

As far as he knew, this was not the last young woman
waiting for her turn to perform. Leo liked to make a game of
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predicting the new extremes the girls would go to. If the
morning brought naughty puppets, what could the afternoon
bring? He hoped it wasn't anything that would embarrass his
mother or causethegirl injury.

“1"'m not feeling well, Maother.”

“Leo...”

“1 think something from this morning disagreed with me.”

“You can't leave in the middle of her...performance.”

“Isthis only the middle?’

Ceeste sighed. “You'll wait until she's finished. It's only
polite.”

“I'm not interested in being rude, Mother. But she's not
going to make me smile. We' re wasting everybody’ stime.”

“How do you know that?’ Celeste shook her head. “Okay,
well she probably won't, but that doesn’t mean the entire day
isawaste.”

“I'm to go hunting tomorrow. If | can’t prepare, then the
whole day iswasted.”

“Fine. You may |leave when she's done.”

Winning the small victory didn’t actually make Leo feel
better. His mother tried to hide it, but it was clear that she did
consider the day wasted, and she was disappointed. As a child,
sensing there was something amiss, he had tried to smile for
her. Repeatedly. The result had never been what he would call
astunning success. Once, he had reduced her to tears over it.

He heard the servants whisper of a deformity. Something
wrong with him. Something that twisted his face in a
permanent frown. The more superstitious servants used a
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different word. Curse. Somebody had put a curse on King
William’s only son. A witch wanted to destroy the throne. The
rumors didn’'t bother him now, but as a child, they had been
devastating. More than once he had been sure his mother
would send him away and never let him return home.

The girl refused to make eye contact with him. This was
not uncommon. Most people were too shy, too respectful, too
intimidated, to meet the eye of royalty. But the puppeteer’'s
tendency went beyond that. She would acknowledge the
Queen with ashy smile and a bob of her head. Her eyes would
roam the wide hall, searching for response and laughter. But
as soon as those eyes fell on him, she would glance away
quickly. Asthough she could not even stand the sight of him.

Nerves? Or something else?

His father going to the extremes to find somebody who
could make Leopold smile only made the rumors worse.
That’s how they break the curse. Mark my words, if he doesn’t
smile before he turns twenty-five, this kingdom is doomed. It
was difficult to know which came first, the rumor or the
King's stubborn demands for a smile, for alaugh, for anything
besides a dour expression.

Leo didn't think such a little thing was cause for so much
fuss. But the fuss would continue as long as he stayed in the
castle. Which was why he had made arrangements to spend
three months at the hunting lodge. He needed a break, and he
suspected his mother felt the same.

“Sheisapretty girl, though.”

Leo cast aside-long look at Celeste. “ So?”
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“Well, she'sgot the look of a princess, don't you think?’

“She’ srather plain, don't you think?’

“Plain. Her? I'm beginning to think your real problem
might be your vision, son.”

There was nothing wrong with his vision. He saw the girl
quite clearly. Hair like straw—the color and the consistency.
Blue eyes that looked more than a little vacant. He didn’'t
know from firsthand experience, but he suspected that a sense
of humor required genuine intelligence, and she seemed far
too reliant on the shock of the physical body.

“Could you imagine trying to hold a conversation with
her? | suspect it would be quite difficult.”

“5n7"

“What do you mean, so?’

“You don’t marry for conversation, son.”

“I'm going to need more than just a pretty face when |
look for asuitable bride.”

“1f one makes you smile, you' re not going to have a choice
on attributes.”

“None shall.”

“1"m beginning to think you're just being contrary.”

“What? Do you think | enjoy this?” When Celeste didn’t
answer his question, Leo turned to face her fully, unmindful of
how rude that was to the puppet girl. “I don't enjoy this. |
don’'t want anything to do with this.”

“It seemsto me that you could have ended all of thisalong
time ago.”

“I'vetried.”
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“Yes, | know you have.”

The hint of sarcasm was barely perceptible, but it was still
enough to sting. Especialy since his mother had always
possessed an endless patience with him. Did she really think
he was just trying to attract more attention? He was already
the prince; he didn’t need an excuse to garner more attention.

“l just don’'t know why you can't be happy,” Celeste
added.

“1 never said that | wasn't happy. Not once.”

“You'reright. I'm not...I’m not feeling myself today, son.
I think...I think | might retire to my chambers.”

Leo immediately jumped to his feet and offered his hand.
“I'll walk with you.”

“No, no, you don’t have to do that. You should stay here
and...”

“1 should help take care of my mother and queen,” Leo
said, softly but firmly. Behind him, the puppet show
continued, but he didn’t care if the girl had an epic show
planned that would last well into the night. His only concern
was Celeste.

“It must be this heat,” she murmured, accepting Leo's
hand. As soon as she stood, the entire hall fell into silence,
except for the sound of clothes rustling as everybody rushed to
take their feet.

Leo folded his arm around his mother’s and turned to
address the court. “Ladies and gentlemen, please excuse us.
The Queen feds ill, and she wishes me to escort her to her
chambers.”
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Disappointment flashed across the puppeteer’s face, and
for the first time, she met his eyes. He nodded, and a smile
broke across her face, like the sun bursting through the clouds.
It was pure and betrayed the sort of contentment that Leo was
sure he had never felt. Did she smile like that just because he
acknowledged her? Could smiles be bought so cheaply?

“Do you want meto go get Father?’

“No, no, the King does not need to attend to me. | just
needtorest.”

“Perhaps | should call Kipling?’

“He'll just bleed me.”

“1f you have bad blood...”

“1 don't like the sight of it. It makes me feel worse. | just
need to rest and have something cool to drink.”

“1 haven't upset you, have 1?7

Celeste squeezed his hand. “No, of course not. I'm sorry |
was short-tempered with you.”

“I’ve given you reason to be.”

“No.” They stopped outside her chambers, and she cupped
his cheek. “I know that you're happy...and you're a good son.
You'll make a good king some day, too. But | still worry
about you. That's my right as a mother.”

Sunlight slanted through the window high above her head.
It had a sort of washed-out look, but it was bright enough to
illuminate her face. There were wrinkles that Leo swore were
never there before. Her blue eyes, once so stunning songs
were written in their honor, were faded now and clouded. She
never complained about her sight, but he suspected things
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weren't as sharp as they once were. Most of her long gold hair
had turned white.

“Yes, maam.”

“1"d like to see you off tomorrow.”

“1 plan to leave early.”

“Then I'll beup early.”

“1 won't leave until you bid me farewell,” Leo promised,
bending to kiss her cheek.

Celeste turned to her lady-in-waiting. “Make sure it's
known that I'm not to be disturbed.” With that fina
declaration, she took her leave of Leo and ducked into her
chambers.

“Excuse me, your highness?’

Leo turned on hishedl. “Yes?

The servant bent low at the waist. “There are still severa
young ladies waiting for an audience, sir.”

“Arethey al waiting to make me smile, Jax?’

“Yes, your highness.”

“Give them each a piece of gold for their troubles, and
send them home. Go on.”

Jax turned to hurry back to the main hall, leaving Leo in
blessed, abeit temporary, silence. He wished he could leave
for the hunting lodge at that moment, without all the pomp and
circumstance. He needed his man, his horse, his dogs, and his
bow. He didn’t need to leave the castle with a parade of
carriages and servants stretching behind him. Especialy since
the lodge was only atwo-day ride by carriage, and even faster
if hewasjust on hishorse.
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“Excuse me, your highness?’

Leo didn’'t dow at the familiar voice. “Yes, Jax?’

“His maesty has requested your presence in his
chambers.”

“Right now, Jax?’

“His majesty indicated he would like to see you as soon as
possible.”

Leo changed direction mid-stride. It was doubtful that his
father had aready received word of the Queen's early
retirement, but it was possible that he had noticed the empty
hall. The hall that should have been full of singing, dancing,
puppeteering, joking, beautiful maidens, there for Leo's
enjoyment—and hopefully his amusement.

“Jax, | want you to come to my office in about an hour.”

“Yes, gir.”

“1 want to talk about tomorrow’ strip.”

“Everything is aready prepared, sir.”

“That's what | want to talk about.” Leo paused outside his
father’ s chamber door. “Be prepared to make some changes.”

Jax’ s brow furrowed, but he nodded obediently. “Yes, sir.”

L eo tapped on the door with his knuckles, and he knew his
father was waiting just for that because the order to enter
followed immediately. He stood by the window—favored
above dl other spots in the castle for its view. William
claimed it always brought him a certain measure of peace. But
now, he didn’'t look peaceful. His face was set in a heavy
frown, and his arms were folded tightly across his chest.

“1 will not have you disobeying me, boy.”
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“1 did not, sir.”

“You did not disobey me?’ William turned to face his son
fully. “Then why are you not in the hall?’

“Mother feltill. | accompanied her to her chambers.”

William’ s face instantly transformed. “What do you mean?
Isshewd|?’

“Yes, she'sfine. She just wanted to rest.”

“Are you sure? I'll go check on her. But first...” William
beckoned him forward. “| want to discuss something with you,
son.”

Leo inclined his head and approached the desk, waiting
until William took his seat before he sat down himself. “What
would you like to discuss?’

“Your hunting trip.”

Leo diffened. “What about it?’

“Don’t sound so worried. Y ou can till go, but...”

“But what?’

“l1 don't think you should be gone for the full three
months.” William sat completely straight and still in his chair.
When L eo had been a child, he thought his father’ s spine must
have been made of iron.

“Areyou asking meto cut it short, or telling me to?’

“1"m asking you to consider it. If you want to stay there for
the entire season, | can’t stop you. But...I"’m concerned. About
your mother.”

“What's wrong with her?’

“Kipling doesn’t know for sure. Nobody does. But she
hasn't been herself lately.”

10



THE PRINCE WHO NEVER SMILED

“Maybel shouldn't go at al.”

“No, no.” William shook his head. “I don't think you
should stay here. Your mother knows how much you love to
hunt. 1t would disappoint her if you elected to stay. But
maybe...”

“I'll come homein four weekstime.”

The quiet declaration brought unmistakable relief to
William's eyes. “Good. Good. Now, there's only one other
thing your mother would like.”

Leo sighed. “I know what you're going to say. She wants
to see me smile.”

“She wants to see you married,” the King corrected. “She
wants to know that her only son is happy and secure before
she passeson.”

Leo gaped. “Don't tak like that. She's fedling a little
under the weather. She’ snot...she’ s not going to passon.”

“She fears she is. Which is why she's so...enthusiastic
about al the young ladies coming to court.”

“If she wants me to marry, she should give me the choice
of somebody | might actually like. Instead of this ridiculous
decree that 1’1l marry anybody who makes me smile.”

“Oh, | don’'t know. Y ou won't smile for your parents, your
friends, or your animals. Y ou don’'t even smile when you hunt,
which | know you love more than anything else. Whoever
makes you smile would have to be avery specia young lady.”

Leo frowned. He had never considered it like that.
“Perhaps. It would have to be somebody who is more than just
acourt jester.”
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“Undoubtedly. Your mother just wants you to find
somebody who makes you happy, son.”

“1 know, and | shall not forget that. But I’ ve till got some
time.”

William leaned over his desk, the sudden change in his
posture adding years to his body. Leo blinked, surprised. “I
think you should take the time you' re away from the court to
think about these things, son. | mean, really think about them.
| trust, once you've considered everything, you'll make the
right decision.”

“Yes, dir.”

The king straightened and nodded. “Y ou may go.”

Leo stood, following his father’s command, though he had
questions. Like what sort of right decison? Was William
asking him to fake his amusement with a girl he could see
himself bound to for the rest of hislife? Or did he believe that
Leo was simply being contrary, to the detriment of his own
mother’s happiness? Or was it something else entirely? Was
he giving Leo permission to be more pro-active about finding
his potential spouse?

He was so distracted by the questions that he forgot he'd
told Jax to meet him. The valet was waiting patiently outside
the door, his hands resting behind his back. The man had been
Leo’'s shadow for as long as he could remember, and if there
was anybody in the castle he trusted without reservations, it
was Jax. Quiet, efficient, and effective, he never gave Leo a
single reason to doubt him or distrust him.

“Ishismajesty well?’ Jax inquired.

12
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“Quite well. But he' sworried about my mother.”

“1"m sorry to hear that.”

Leo unlocked his door and pulled it open. “Are you?
Worried about my mother, that is.”

“1 believe everybody in the kingdom is concerned for her
to have along, hedthy reign.”

“Yes, I'm sure everybody is. But...” Leo shut the door,
locking the two of them in the small chambers. “You can
speak freely now.”

Jax’s brow furrowed and he sank into the nearest chair,
like the burden of his knowledge was too heavy to maintain.
“Amelia told me that she's found blood in Her Highness's
kerchiefs.”

“Blood? Does my father know this?’

Jax inclined his head. “He requires an update from all the
gueen’s servants. She hastried to keep things secret, but...”

Leo dropped to the nearest couch and rested his head on
the back. “What do you think | should do?’

“Go on your trip tomorrow. You enjoy hunting, and she
doesn’'t want you to know what the situation is.”

“l don’t see how | can.”

“You could leave as planned and then return earlier than
expected. That way she won't get suspicious.”

“That's what Father has suggested, aswell. But that’s what
| wanted to talk to you about. I'd like to leave early
tomorrow.”

“Yes, gir.”

“Without the parade of attendants.”

13
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“Leopold...”

Leo held up his hand. “I know what you're going to say.
Don't. It would be disrespectful to make such a big deal out of
my leaving the castle.”

“How so, sir?’

“With my mother feelingill.”

“With al due respect, sir, | think it might be more
disrespectful to use her as an excuse just because you want to
sneak away.”

Leo sighed. “Okay, I'll give you that. But...can you help
me with this?’

Jax looked at him with knowing eyes. “How early would
you liketo leave in the morning?’

“Before dawn.”

The vaet inclined his head. “Everything will be prepared
to go whenyou are.”

“No more servants than absol utely necessary.”

“Of course.”

“You. Somebody for the horses. A cook. The dog trainer,
of course.”

“It'll all be taken care of,” Jax promised.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

It was on the tip of histongue to mention the content of his
meeting with his father. Jax would aways do his best to give
him advice if Leo needed it, but he wasn't sure what Jax could
say to ease the questions on hismind.

“You look troubled, Leopold. Isit your mother?’
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“Yes. No. She wants me to marry.”

“Then marry.”

“It’snot that easy.”

Jax left his chair to settle on the couch beside him. He
smelled like the spices in the kitchen, and it was easy to
imagine him cutting through the great room and stealing bits
and pieces of food as he walked. “Why isn't it easy? None of
the young ladies catching your eye?’

“No. They'redl just...”

“They’re not what you want,” Jax provided.

“Exactly.”

“1 know.” He leaned closer. “Would his highness like me
to come to his personal chamberstonight?’

Leo shifted as his cock began to harden. Jax was a good
and faithful servant, and he had been more than happy to help
Leo relieve certain pressures. Other noblemen who visited the
castle dways demanded the prettiest, most buxom girls, but
L eo had always been more than happy with Jax’ s services.

“If you have time.”

“1 dways have time for you, my lord.”

Leo turned into Jax’s body and pressed his mouth to the
other man's. The kiss was short and hard, but left no doubt as
to what the prince wanted.

“You know that I'll dways be your faithful servant...even
when you are forced to marry. For what that isworth.”

“It's worth alot, Jax. Thank you.” Leo nodded toward the
door. “Go on and finish the preparations for tomorrow.”

“Yes, dir.”
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As soon as Jax |eft, Leo was sorry he' d sent him away. His
arousal wasn't going to fade any time soon, but Jax was only
one man. It wasn't fair to expect him to see to al Leo’s needs,
even if he didn’t have anybody else who knew him like that.
Who would understand. It was difficult enough to keep his
true desires secret from the people constantly surrounding
him. How would he deal with awife?

Thethought didn’t make him more inclined to smile.
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CHAPTER 2

At the edge of Prince Leopold's kingdom lived a young
man. His family had once been quite wealthy, but now he was
desperately holding onto one last plot of land. The family
money had been dowly drained away before he was even
born, by bad decisions and old debts. Dexter, as the young
man was called, knew he couldn’t lose his home. If he did, his
old mother would diein the cold, away from the only home she
had ever known.

Dexter was a clever young man. Everybody in the nearby
village knew he wasfar too clever for his own good. Whenever
anybody told him he was clever, it angered and saddened him.
Hewasn't clever enough to save hishome or hisland. Finally,
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he decided if he was so clever, he would be able to do
something about it.

So early one morning, Dexter put on his best clothes and
kissed his mother goodbye. He didn’t know exactly how far
away the castle was, but he resolved not to stop until he had
an audience with the King himself.

Hisjourney was much shorter than he anticipated.

* * *

Dexter smoothed his hands down his chest for the
thousandth time, brushing away the dust on the shiny material
and trying to push out the wrinkles. Sweat was already
gathering at the back of his neck and below his ears, and he
feared that by the time he reached the King's court, his entire
shirt would be soaked through and covered in dirt. There
wasn't anything to do about that, except stop regularly and dab
the sweat from his skin while straightening his clothes.

His dog, Thor, followed at his hedls, prancing along and
kicking up even more dirt. The late summer sun was more
powerful than he'd expected, and the heat only intensified as
he stuck to the path that wound up the mountain. He wished he
could have borrowed a horse. Or even a stubborn, smelly
mule. But everybody had their own problems, and nobody had
an anima to spare. Every horse, every mule, every ox, and
every goat was put to work.

Dexter trudged on with his head down, keeping his eyes on
the narrow, winding road, his thoughts locked on what would
happen once he reached the castle. He did not expect any sort
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of charity from King William. He barely expected pity for his
plight. After all, it wasn’t the King’'s fault that Dexter’ s father
had the tendency to lend money he didn't have and borrow
money against crops that hadn’t even been planted yet. But he
was good with humbers, and quick with ajoke, and his mother
had done everything she could to give him the best education
possible. He had even read three real books—read them until
the pages were tattered and the ink started to rub off the paper.
If nothing else, he might be able to find ajob.

He kept a good pace throughout the morning, but by the
time the sun hovered directly over head, his steps had slowed.
His shirt was damp againgt his back and beneath his arms, and
hair stuck to his brow and his nape. Thor had dowed down,
lagging several feet behind him, his tail brushing against the
ground. Dexter understood. If he had atail, it would have been
dragging, too. It wasn't that he was unaccustomed to physical
exertion, but the dow, steep climb up the mountain took more
from him than he had expected. He had a small bit of food, but
he had already promised himself that he would save the bread
and cheese for dinner. There was nothing worse than going to
bed with an empty stomach, and Dexter avoided that any time
he could. His canteen was light, too.

Dexter pushed on, walking until the sun was at his back
and he reached the summit. He would have shouted for joy—it
was al downhill from there—except the simple, narrow path
he had followed split into three different directions. One
continued east, one went north, and the other went south.

He gaped, almost powerless to do anything else. Nobody
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had told him that the road would diverge. They had told him to
walk east, over the mountain. Did that mean to continue east?
What if he picked the wrong direction? How far away could
any of these roads take him from the castle? How many days
could heloseif he chose the wrong path?

Behind him, Thor collapsed with a heavy sigh, tongue
lolling. Dexter wanted to join him. And why not? He deserved
a break. This wasn't a race. There weren’t any prizes for
nearly killing himself on the journey. Unmindful of his clean
pants, he sat down heavily beneath atree and contemplated his
choices.

His choices became much more complicated with a crack
of thunder. Frowning, Dexter studied the sky. Gray clouds
whipped overhead, dancing with blue electricity. The hair on
his arms and neck stood on end, though Dexter couldn’t tell if
that was fear or the result of an electrical charge. Either way, it
seemed pretty obvious that he was about to get drenched. And
possibly killed.

“Thor, come on. We' ve got to get off this mountain.”

Thor beat histail against the ground.

Dexter jumped to his feet and whistled.

Thor continued to stare at him with his doggie smile.

“Get up or I’'m going to carry you.”

Thor seemed unperturbed by the promise, but Dexter
wasn't joking. Crouching beside the dog, he gathered up him
beneath the hips and shoulders and put the beast over his
shoulders. Thor sighed and dropped his head, at ease with the
new position. Dexter grimaced.
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“Oh, | seehow it is. Y ou wanted meto carry you.”

He should have dropped the dog, but he thought his pet
deserved a hit of a break. And he probably didn’t weigh more
than twenty pounds. But the problem 4ill remained that
Dexter didn’'t know where to go. He might have stood at the
crossroads and continued to mull, but another snap of thunder
sent him hurrying down the road. Staying east was probably
the best idea.

The road went up a final steep incline, and his heart
jumped to his throat as he reached the very top. Everything
from then on was down. Straight down. “You'd have to be a
fucking goat to get down this road.”

Thunder boomed and a tree not ten feet away exploded
with enough force to shake the ground. Thor tensed against
Dexter’s neck, letting out a horrified bark. Dexter tried to hold
him, but the terrified dog squirmed and yelped again. His
fingers strained with the effort, but his strength was no match
for the frightened animal. Long nails went into his shoulder
and neck, raising painful welts as Thor sprung from his hold
and hit the ground running.

“Thor! Come back! Thor!”

Dexter immediately gave chase, crashing through the
woods after his dog and losing track of the road. Limb after
limb struck him in the face, whipping back and stinging hard
enough to bring tears to his eyes. Ahead of him, Thor ducked
and dodged, diverting from his path without rhyme or reason,
seeking a relief from the horrible sounds and explosions
destroying his little world. Dexter knew he should find his
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own shelter, but the thought of losing his dog, his only friend,
broke his heart. He couldn’'t leave his best friend alone in the
frightening, electrified, burning world.

At first, the ground was solid and easy to run on. But only
five minutes after he began running, the clouds opened again,
and rain sheeted down. The dirt amost immediately turned to
muddy gloop, bogging him down, making each step a new
obstacle. His legs burned. His lungs burned. And his vision
began to blur, Thor's white fur streaking out of reach. Dexter
redlized in a distant way that his shirt and pants were aready
ruined, his shoes destroyed, and his bag drenched. Which
meant al of his belongings were likely harmed or ruined as
well.

“Thor!”

Dexter ran blindly. When he thought about how far away
he must have been from the road, it just made him pump his
legs harder. If he was going to get lost—if he was going to be
stranded in the wilderness with no hope of being found—then
he would at |east have his dog with him.

But that seemed more and more unlikely with each step,
and the tears of pain burning his eyes turned to tears of
frustration. How had this happened? How had he gone from
dry if alittle tired, to wet and exhausted and completely lost?
How had everything changed in what seemed like no time at
al? Nobody had warned him a storm of that magnitude was
possible at the higher elevations.

Ahead, the trees began to clear, giving him a more
extended view. Unfortunately, that view didn't include the
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ragged, white fur of his dog. He felt his heart breaking, but he
didn't let that ow him. Thor loved him. Thor would return to
him, despite his fear. But he couldn't just stop looking.
Focused, determined to find his the dog, he picked up the
speed, pushing his body beyond boundaries he didn't even
know existed.

“Thor! Come here!”

Dexter hit adick patch of mud and barely had the chance
to register the change in consistency before his foot slipped
from beneath him. He flew high into the air, and for a split
second, he felt himself suspended in the rain and electricity.
He even had the chance to look around and realize he had
found a new road. The road he had aready traveled on? Had
he circled back? He realized the rain felt cold on his head and
the back of his hands. Most of al, Dexter understood he was
going to be very, very hurt when he hit the ground.

He crashed with a loud groan, landing directly on his
tailbone. A shockwave of pain went up his spine, and he bit
his tongue to keep from crying out. The mud was thick and
soft beneath him, and must have absorbed some of the
impact—though not enough. He wasn't going to move again.
He probably could move, but Dexter decided in that moment
that he simply would not. He'd sit there in the downpour,
letting the water and mud dluice over him while his dog ran
deeper into the dark woods, running farther from safety in his
fear. Maybe he would be smart enough to return to the
village?

The decision was barely made before Dexter heard the
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unmistakable sound of laughter. Even under the driving rain,
he recognized it. Somebody was laughing. Somebody was
laughing at him. The sound was low and rusty, like the amused
man had something caught in his throat. But it was also plain.
Undeniable. It sent a flash of rage through Dexter, warming
him. Overwhelming the pain and the frustration. Dexter clung
to that rage, thankful for it.

Jumping to his feet, he spun around to come face to face
with aman on ahorse. A large hood shielded his face from the
rain and from view. Behind him, another man cradled a
shivering white dog in hisarms.

“Thor!”

“Does this animal belong to you?’ The question was laced
with the same rusty laughter.

“Yes”

The man nudged his horse closer. His features were still
obscured, but Dexter saw eyes of the darkest blue, and a long,
thin, hawk like nose. “Why were you running? Is something
chasing you?’

Dexter shook his head. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt
compelled to answer the man. “No. My dog, Thor, was
frightened by the storm. He ran away before | could stop him.”

The man glanced over his shoulder, but only for a moment
before his attention returned to Dexter. “Y ou both look pretty
bad.”

Dexter drew himself to his full height. “Not al of us can
afford a horse with servants. I'm sorry of my appearance
doesn’t please you.”
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“Whoa, wait. | just meant you both looked soaked through
to the bone. My hunting lodgeisn’t far from here.”

Dexter’s first impulse was to reject the offer, but common
sense prevailed as another crack of thunder made dl the
animals shudder. Why turn down a perfectly good invitation
when he had never been so cold and miserable in hislife? His
toes were numb, his teeth chattering, and his lower back still
ached where he' d landed.

“Thank you. Just point the direction.”

The man shook his head. “No. Y ou're not walking.”

“You don't have a spare horse.”

“1 don't need one.”

He held out his arm expectantly. He didn’t expect Dexter
to dismiss that offer, either. Dexter didn't know if his ass
could handle sitting on the back of a horse, but the beast could
travel faster than Dexter could, especialy since his legs were
cold and lax, and his entire back throbbed.

Dexter gripped his arm and allowed the stranger to pull
him upward and onto the horse. After a moment of
uncertainty, he wrapped his arms around the man, sighing as
warmth immediately transferred from his body and into
Dexter’s. Too exhausted to be ashamed, he rested his forehead
on the stranger’s back, struggling for each breath of air. He
glanced over his shoulder regularly, watching the thin, older
man who held Thor like he had been born to the task.

“That'smy dog trainer, Luke.”

Dexter jumped as he realized the man was speaking to
him.
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“Animals love him,” the stranger continued. “He'll take
good care of ...”

“Thor.”

“Thor. Right.” The stranger kicked his horse into a faster
trot, and the animal easily picked its away along the muddy
road. “How far have you travelled?’

“I...I don't know.”

“Where are you heading?’

“l...think 1 might be lost, honestly. I've completely lost
track of everything. Even before Thor started running. | don’t
even know what direction we're going.” Each word was
accompanied with rising panic. A fear that was broadcast
directly to the aready nervous horse.

“Shh. It's okay. Calm down.”

Dexter bristled at the tone—except it was the horse who
camed.

“Don’t worry about being lost.” Now the man sounded
more reassuring than condescending. “1’ll make sure you get
on the right track for where you need to be. Tomorrow, when
theweather isclear.”

“Thank you. That's...very kind.”

“Well, | couldn’'t very well leave you to suffer, could |7’

Dexter couldn’t respond. The rain and the wind and the
speed of the horse made it too difficult to talk. So he ducked
his head again, a part of him wishing he could be even closer
to the body in front of him. That was the only way to truly be
warm. But he doubted the kind stranger would be thrilled to
have some wet guy clinging to his back like a child. Even if it
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sounded like the stranger would understand Dexter’ simpul se.

He wasn't sure how long it took to reach the hunting
lodge. One the one hand, it felt like mere seconds passed
before he was staring at the lodge that was bigger than any
house he had ever seen. On the other hand, his joints ached
and his teeth clattered so hard that it was giving him a
headache. They could not stop soon enough, as far as Dexter
was concerned.

A man rushed out of the building as soon as they arrived,
reaching their side before the horse even had time to stop. He
didn’'t seem to mind therain.

“Jax, help thisman.”

“Very well. Whoishe, sir?’

“1 don’t know yet. We found him and his dog in the middle
of theroad. They’ve both had quite afright.”

Jax put his hand out and Dexter had no choice but to
accept his help. His thighs were tiff as he climbed off the
horse, and he would have collapsed to the ground if his
rescuer hadn’t reached down to grab hisarm.

“1 think ahot bath and agood dinner will do the trick.”

“Yes, dir.”

“What about Thor?" Dexter asked, looking over to where
Luke till held the shivering dog.

“Thor isin good hands. He needs to be dried and fed, too.”

Dexter nodded, though he preferred the dog stay with him.
Without another word, Jax took his arm and led him through
the high, double doors that marked the entrance of the lodge.
Dexter till felt winded from his race through the woods, but
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stepping through those doors stole what little breath he had
left.

The entry way opened into a one large, central, square
room. It had high ceilings—maybe even close to twenty feet
high—and the upper ten feet were nothing but windows. Now
they were being pelted with rain and illuminated by lightning,
but Dexter imagined that the room must have been bright and
gorgeous when the sun was shining. Especialy during the
winter. Directly in front of the door sat a massive fireplace
made of gray stone, and the walls were lined with trophies—
the heads of deer, ek, boars, and bears.

The effect could have been utterly intimidating, but for the
persona touches that indicated somebody realy lived there.
Moreover, somebody really loved the place as well as cared
about comfort. The furniture was inviting and plush, covered
in a warm, brown leather. The end tables and coffee tables
throughout the room held books, a million different ideas
waiting for acknowledgement. The room was lit with the
warm glow of oil lamps, and sweet smells of pine, the fire, the
leather, and food from an unseen room combined to make
Dexter think of one word: home.

“1f you would follow me, please.”

Dexter didn’t want to leave the austere yet cozy room, but
he couldn’t stand in the doorway shivering al day, either.
Wrapping his arms around himself, he trailed after Jax, down
along corridor into a room that was smaller in scale than the
front hall, but no lessimpressive.

“1 will bring you a change of clothes and a tray of food.
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The bath isjust in the next room.”

Dexter frowned. How on Earth had he aready filled the
tub? But Jax was aready leaving the room, walking with firm
yet light steps.

The mystery was cleared up quickly. A series of steps led
into asmall pool inthe middle of the room. The dight smell of
minerals told him it was a natural spring. He peeled the
clothes from his body and wished the servant had stayed to
help with the task.

As he undressed, Dexter became more aware of the
injuries he now sported. The cuts to his face. The welts on his
chest. The dices on his neck and shoulders. By the time he
stripped his clothes, his body was covered in goose bumps,
and the open wounds stung with the cold.

Very carefully, he descended the wide steps, lowering
himself into the pool. He whimpered as the water closed
around his ankle, the whimper turning into a moan as the hot
steam surrounded him. By the time he was up to his neck, he
didn’'t know if he wanted to cry from the fresh sting of heat
against his wounds, or cry from the relief of the cold. He sat
on the bottom step, his chin just above the water, and gasped
for breath until his pulse began to slow from its hammering
rhythm.

After several minutes of smply sitting, he began to feel
warm again. Several minutes after that, he emerged from the
pool, wrapping himself in the big, thick towels that were |eft
for his convenience. He emerged from the room to find fresh
clothes and a large tray of hot food, just as he had been
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promised. Smiling, thanking the heavens for his luck, he
discarded the towels in favor of the loose-fitting shirt and the
pants that were made of some thick, unknown material.

Dexter had never been in such arich, decadent room. He
didn’t need to touch the bed to know that it would be the most
comfortable mattress, covered by the warmest, softest down
blankets. The fire burned merrily, and he realized they were
burning some sort of scented wood.

He sat on a couch with the food, and exhaustion
immediately overtook him. Forget the bed, he could happily
sleep on that narrow piece of furniture. But he roused himself,
unsureif it was acceptable for him to givein to his exhaustion.

He removed the covering from the tray, and his mouth
began to water. Of all the delectable treats offered to him, the
soup was the most enticing. One bite told him it was full of the
best meat, and the freshest vegetables. The soup aone would
count for the finest meal he ever had in hislife.

Sighing with pleasure, Dexter dug into the food, his earlier
pain, fatigue, and fear dimming into nothing more than a
dream as he ate.
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CHAPTERS3

Once Prince Leopold brought Dexter to safety, he could
not stop thinking about the young peasant. It didn’t take long
before he became obsessed with the man who'd made him
smile. The prince didn’t know if it was some sort of fluke, or if
he could order Dexter to make him smile again. But he felt a
strong, protective urge over the stranger, and he wanted to be
sure that he was warm and comfortable, well-fed and well-
rested.

But before he could see to Dexter’ s well-being, he needed
tointroduce himself. Which is never easy for a prince.

* * *
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Leo hovered outside the closed bedroom door, torn
between curiosity and basic decency. He had the right to open
the door and stroll into the room, but he wasn't sure if the
stranger knew that. It didn't seem so, since he hadn’'t once
addressed Leo properly, and he didn’'t bow when they parted
company. And the man did deserve some privacy after
everything he had gone through. Leo didn't know what,
exactly, he had gone through, but it was enough to know that
he had looked like afrightened, angry, confused, drowned cat.

He closed his eyes, reliving the moment when the man had
come out of nhowhere. There hadn’t been a warning, or even
the hint of hisarrival. He was just all of a sudden airborne, his
arms waving, his face pulled into comical surprise. And then
he was covered in mud. The whole event hadn’'t taken more
than three or four seconds. But it had been enough to startle a
laugh out of Leo.

A red, genuine laugh. Accompanied by a real, genuine
smile.

Leo had been instantly ashamed of himself. What would
his mother think if she saw him laughing at the poor man?
And the stranger had certainly looked pathetic. It was shame
that prompted Leo to pull the stranger onto the back of his
horse—an action that would give both of his parents a small
heart attack. And it was the memory of that shame that
prompted Leo to instruct Jax to take the man to his private
quartersfor his bath and supper.

His guilt was almost assuaged by the concessions. But his
curiosity was piqued. Feeling the man pressed against his back

32



THE PRINCE WHO NEVER SMILED

had made something stir to life degp within him. He responded
physically to Jax, but that had aways been more about
necessity than any real desire. He couldn’t believe that he had
any red desire for the stranger—the boy had been shivering
and shaking, cold, and covered in mud. But somehow, none of
that mattered when he pressed his chest to Leo’ s back.

Almost an hour passed before Leo gave in to his need to
see the young man, and he knocked on the door.

“Comein.”

Leo opened the door and paused at the threshold, an
invisible fist squeezing his chest. It wasn't just the beauty of
the young man—though he was quite stunning with his dark
eyes and darker hair—it was the feeling that the stranger was
sitting right where he belonged. That this was his bedroom,
and Leo was some sort of interloper.

“How...how are you feding?’

The man smiled shyly. “Better. Thank you.”

“We haven't been properly introduced,” Leo said, closing
the door behind him. “1’m Leopold...”

“Prince Leopold?’ The man jumped to his feet, amost
toppling his dinner to the floor. “Oh, | should have
redlized...oh, excuse me, your magesty. I'm terribly sorry.
Excuse me, please, sir...”

Leo held up his hand. “No, no. Please. Sit down and finish
eating. That's not hecessary.”

“But I'minyour private chambers. Aren't 1?7’

“Yes, you are. But that's only because none of the other
rooms were prepared for guests. Now, what’ s your name?’
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“Dexter.”

Leo approached the couch and offered his hand. “It's a
pleasure to meet you.”

Dexter studied Leo’s palm for a moment before shyly
reaching to take his fingers. His grip was nicely firm, and Leo
had the feeling that when Dexter didn’t feel completely out of
his depths, he would be quite formidable.

“The pleasure’ s mine, your majesty.”

“Don’'t cal me that, please. Nobody calls me that. Not
while I’'m here.”

“What do they call you?’

“Leo, mostly.”

“Leo. That'sweird.”

“Would it beweird if you didn’t know | was the prince?’

“No.”

“Then just pretend you don’t know.”

Dexter eyed him warily. “That could get me arrested, you
know?’

“True. But not here.”

“Very well. Leo.” The name rolled off his tongue, and
something about the timber of his voice sent a shiver down
Leo's spine. “Would you like to join me for dinner? | think
your man gave me too much food.”

“1 would like that. Thank you.” Leo lowered himself to his
sofa, careful not to disrupt the tray. Dexter hadn't been
kidding. Jax had served a huge amount of food. “So where
were you heading?’

“The palace, believeit or not.”
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“Oh? What for?’

Dexter lifted his shoulder. “A job, mostly. | mean, | didn't
think 1 would make my wealth in the Court, or anything like
that. But there isn’t much opportunity in my village.”

Leo could have conducted an interview then, but he didn’'t
want to get caught up in that. There would be plenty of time
later to find out what Dexter's strengths were. He realy
wanted to know if Dexter could be somebody who would
make him smile again.

“Redly?

“Not unless you're interested in taking Slee the
Goatherder’s job, and he doesn’t intend to retire anytime soon.
And | don't like goats.”

“1 don’t like them much, either.”

Dexter’s lips twitched. “Have you ever spent time with a
goat?

“I'll have you know that I've spent lots of time with
goats.”

“Yeah, I've heard there are some old goats in your Court,”
Dexter said lightly.

“A few,” Leo conceded. “ Are you sure you till want to go
visit?

“A few old goats don't scare me.” Dexter sipped at his
bow! of soup. “So...dl those trophies in the front hall. Did
you shoot them al yourself?’

“No. My father was responsible for most of them, and my
grandfather was the one who killed al the bears.”

“He had something against bears?’
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“He enjoyed a challenge, apparently. And it is quite the
challenge to kill abig bull bear with aquiver of arrows.”

Dexter arched his brow. “Some would see it as a
challenge. Others would see it as stupid.” His eyes widened.
“Ohmy God, | just called aking stupid.”

Leo barked laughter, then slapped a hand over his mouth
with surprise. Dexter didn't seem surprised by the laugher—
no more surprised than if Jax or Luke had laughed. He did,
however, look worried that he had gravely offended L eo.

“No, no. You're right. It was stupid. He amost got mauled
once. Fortunately, he had his entire fleet of servants with him.
They managed to stop the situation from getting worse.”

Dexter looked a him thoughtfully. “A whole fleet?
Where' syour fleet of servants.”

Leo shrugged. “1 told you, when I’m here, | want peopleto
cal meLeo. | just need a break sometimes.”

“Do you not like being a prince?’

“Oh, | love being a prince. Who wouldn’t? But it's just
different up here.”

“I'm glad you said that.”

“Why?’

“Because |’ m starting to like you.”

“Starting to? As your prince, | thought you were honor
bound to love me?”’

“You're just Leo up here, though. I’'m not honor bound to
do anything except thank you for your hospitality.”

Leo’s mouth twisted. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was a
peculiar sensation. “Y ou’ ve got me there.”
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“So, how would | get to the castle from here?’

Leo shifted hisweight on the couch. “Do you plan to leave
soon?’

“1 thought | would continue on my journey tomorrow.”

“You don't have to leave so soon.” Leo realized he could
have just demanded that Dexter stay, but he didn’t want to
make demands on the other man. “The Court is a bit...out of
sorts right now. My mother isill. I’'m going to cut my vacation
short to return before the end of the month. Maybe you
could...travel with me.”

“Y ou want meto stay here for awhole month?’

“1 could use the company,” Leo admitted.

“Areyou lonely without your fleet of servants?’

“Honestly, sometimes I’'m lonely with the fleet.”

“Because they’ d rather call you ‘your magjesty’ 7’

“They're not really peers.”

Dexter tore a chunk off the end of a bread loaf. “Who are
your peers? Landowners? The mayors who run the villages?’

“No. They're al my father's age. Or older. They still think
I’'m basicaly achild.”

“It's because you look so young.”

“Or becausethey’re jerks.”

Dexter snorted. “Well, that's a given. Look who we're
talking about.” He bit into the bread and nodded. After
chasing the mouthful with a swallow from his goblet, he
added, “1 can stay. | need abreak, too. | think.”

“You think?’

“1"ve never had one before. So | don’t know if | need one.”
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“What do you mean?’

“What didn’t you understand?’

“How could you never have abreak?’

“If we don’t work, we don’t eat. You don't get to take a
break from that.”

“How could you afford to leave now?’

“My older brother is looking after my mother. | knew that
if we ever wanted to get out of the situation we werein, I'd
need to find better work.”

“But you're not married? You haven't started your own
family?’

“No.” Dexter abandoned the bread for the sweet cake
placed on asmall dish. “No wife. No children. Y ou need to be
able to provide for afamily before you' re allowed to start one,
after al.”

“That's the thing about a break. You don't have to worry
about any of that stuff while you're here.”

“What isthis?’ Dexter held up the small dish.

“It'scake.”

“Cake?'

“You've never had cake?’

“1 don’'t know. I’ ve never had anything this sweet before.”

“Would you like more?’

Dexter looked around the room like Leo would have a
secret cache of cakes. “Right now?’

“Of course.” Leo stood and smiled. “I'll go fetch more.”

“You're going to wait on me? Doesn’t that flip the natura
order of things?’
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There were other things Leo would like to do to him. It
would be easy enough to order Dexter to the bed. Despite his
reassurances to Dexter, they both understood who was
completely in charge. But he didn’'t want Dexter to simply
withstand Leo’'s desires, to simply tolerate his touch. And
since he had no reason to believe Dexter wouldn't be appalled
a the thought of touching a man, he was going to have to keep
hislust to himself.

“It might. But | won't tell anybody if you won't.”

“Perhaps you should tell me where I'm going to be
deeping.”

“Is there something wrong with thisroom?’

“No, it'sabeautiful room.”

“Then stay here.”

Dexter looked appropriately appalled at the suggestion.
“Oh, no. No, no. | can't deep in your private quarters. That's
just...it'sjust...not right.”

Leo inclined his head. “Very well. | don't want to make
you feel uncomfortable. Do you like the bath?’

“It'sbrilliant.”

“Then I'll put you in the adjoining suite. That way, you
can use the bath whenever you like.”

“That' s very kind. Y ou're not always this nice, are you?’

“Honestly?| fedl alittle bad.”

“Why?'

“Because |...well, when you fdl, | laughed.” He watched
Dexter closely, gauging his reaction.

“All of this because you laughed at me?”’
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“Yes”
Dexter tilted his head and considered the answer. “Then |
want two more pieces of cake.”
Leo lifted the corner of his mouth. “That can be arranged.”
“Thank you.”
With a bow, Leo left the room. Dexter was more than
welcome. He just wished he understood why Dexter could do
the impossible—make him smile.
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CHAPTERA4

Dexter and Prince Leopold became fast friends.

Prince Leopold wasn't as handsome as Dexter expected.
Not that the man wasn’t attractive. Dexter was certainly
attracted to him, though he didn’t know if that was a response
to his lanky body, his small, fleeting smile, his hospitality, or
his unexpected kindness. Dexter suspected it was a
combination of all of the above, with a good, healthy dose of
curiosity.

For example, he was curious about how it would feel to
deep in Prince Leopold’ s—Leo’ s—bed. He was curious about
how soft his skin must be, and how gentle his touch could be.
Which was a ridiculous thing to think about—ridiculous and
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dangerous. Pleasant, though. Despite the fact that he was
surrounded by wealth he could barely comprehend, thinking
about Leo was by far the most pleasant part of being in the
hunting lodge.

He had expected to share the house with dozens of
servants, but there were only two. Jax and Luke. Dexter could
go an entire day without seeing either one of them, unless he
wanted to. Despite that, Dexter was left in complete comfort.
Jax must have been a wizard, working behind the scenes to
make sure that nobody ever wanted for anything. Dexter had
never been so pampered, so worry free, so utterly relaxed, in
hisentirelife.

Except instead of focusing on everything he had, he
obsessed over the onething he didn’t have.

* * *

Two days dfter they arrived a the lodge, Leo invited
Dexter to join him on the hunt. Dexter agreed, excited to
spend more time with Leo. He was also curious about how the
prince conducted a hunt. It seemed to Dexter that the man was
only killing animals for sport. He would not starve this winter
if he did not kill a cure adeer. Would hetake it less serioudy?
Would he kill anything that crossed his path, regardless of the
age of the animal? On the one hand, Leo seemed reasonable,
and he doubted he would turn into some thoughtless monster
once he got abow in his hands.

L eo had them awake and on their way before the sun rose.
He looked good on a horse, even in the gray pre-dawn light.
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He was completely at ease, a result of learning to ride before
he could walk, no doubt. Dexter, on the other hand, was far
from comfortable. The horses in his village were amost
exclusively used for farm work. Nobody had the luxury of
riding a horse anywhere. Dexter could count on one hand the
number of times he had been in the saddle. He just hoped Leo
didn’t think him ridiculous.

“Do you hunt?’ Leo asked once the lodge was out of sight.

“Dol hunt? Well, | eat, don’'t |7’

“l just meant...” His brow furrowed. “I guess it doesn't
matter what | meant. That was a pretty stupid question.”

“Just amildly stupid question. My older brother used to be
responsible for hunting, but once he married, that job fell to
me. | try to get as much good, fresh meat for my mother as |
can. | think it makes her stronger.”

“You hunt with a bow?’

“When | have arrows. Sometimes, | just have aknife and a
few snares, for rabbits and other small game. What do you do
with the game you kill here?’

“Jax will put it in the smokehouse. By the time we leave
here, it'll be properly cured.”

“So you actually usethe meat?’

“Of course. What else would | hunt for?’

“Trophies.”

“We're not wasteful. Besides, we have to eat, too, right?’

“So | guessit was my turn to ask astupid question.”

“Not that stupid. | won't deny that the royal family can be
known for its...excesses. | guess mindlessly killing animals
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for trophies would fit in well with that reputation.”

“I don't know much about the reputation,” Dexter
admitted. “News and gossip tend to not make it that far west.”

“Redlly? So what do you know about me?’

“Just what you've shown me. You're kind. You've got a
good heart.” You have an amazing body and great hands.
“Where are we going? A specific place?’

“There's a salt lick not far from here. It attracts deer. The
pond attracts a number of other animals. If we get there before
the sun rises, we should have afew clear shots. We're almost
there, too, so now we've got to be quiet.”

Dexter nodded. He didn’t mind finishing the ride in
silence. That gave him more time with his own thoughts. His
own rather heated thoughts. Just because he had never known
another person physically didn't mean he didn’t know what he
wanted. He wanted to feel Leo’slong legs wrapped around his
body. He wanted to smell Leo’s skin at the crook of his neck.
He wanted to feel Leo’ sweight holding him down to the thick,
plush mattress.

“Whoa, there.”

Dexter automatically reined his horse in, snapping out of
his fantasies. A large pond with the clearest water he had ever
seen rippled in front of him, and his horse pawed at the
shordine. If Leo hadn't said something, he would have just
walked right into the water.

“Oh, sorry.” Dexter smiled sheepishly. “I guess | was off
in my own littleworld.”

“It's okay. Fortunately, there aren't any animas around
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here yet. Come on.” He nodded toward the brush, and Dexter
realized it was ablind. A very well done one.

Dexter followed Leo behind the blind, and mimicked the
prince, hobbling his horse in place. Leo moved with fluid
grace, dismounting from the horse and collecting his bow and
quiver. A sharp blade of lust dashed through him, making his
lower stomach and groin tight. It was going to be a sweet sort
of agony until they finaly left the hunting lodge, and Dexter
honestly couldn’t say if that was a bad thing or not. Being
stuck with the reminder of everything he wanted and daren’t
have was not pleasant. But there was a certain joy to being
near somebody who made your heart pound and your palms
sweet.

They settled behind the blind, hunkering down to watch
the salt lick on the other side of the pond. In the silence, he
could hear his own heart beating, as well as Leo’'s soft,
rhythmic breaths. His arm brushed Dexter’s, and the fleeting
contact was enough to put a strange lump in his throat.

“Areyou cold?’ Leo murmured.

Dexter was far from cold, though the temperature was
dropping, heralding the approaching sun. How could he be
cold when each incidental moment of contact sent a wave of
heat through him?

“No, I'm good,” he answered, barely moving his lips, his
eyeslocked on the pond in front of him.

“Areyou hungry?’

“No.”

Though he didn't shift his eyes, he knew Leo was
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watching him. He could fedl the weight of the prince' s gaze on
him. What was he looking for? What was he looking at? He
withstood that for several seconds before glancing over.

“What?’

“I’m just...watching you.”

“Shouldn’t you be watching the salt lick?”

“1 think you're moreinteresting.”

Dexter swallowed. “You do?’

“Yeah. | do.”

“Why?’

Leo brushed the back of his finger over Dexter's cheek.
His skin was cool, but it felt good against Dexter’s flushed
face. “You've been fascinating me since the moment | saw
you.”

“lI have? Another question faling from his lips made
Dexter fed a little silly. “Even though you were laughing at
me?’

“Especidly because | was laughing at you.”

Dexter didn't know what that meant, but he didn't care.
That wasn't the first strange thing Leo had ever said to him,
and it seemed utterly inconsequential when compared to the
fact that the prince was still staring at him.

“1"ve been...abit fascinated by you, too.”

“Because |I'm aprince?’

“No. Because you're...you're you.” Dexter couldn’t
believe he was admitting so much, but he felt safe. Leo had
started this conversation, and there wasn't enough light for
Leo to see hisface. Besides that, he would never lie to royalty.
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Even if he wasn't most impressed by that royalty.

“Haveyou ever...kissed anybody before?’ Leo asked.

The question made his entire body throb. “No.”

“You never had agirl?’

“No.” Dexter licked his lips, feding suddenly bold. “Have
you?’

“1"ve kissed somebody. But...it wasn't agirl.”

The admission destroyed whatever interest Dexter might
have had in hunting. “Did you ask because you want to kiss
me?’

“1"ve been thinking about it.”

“Just thinking? You're the crown prince. You should be
able to take what you want, right?’

“Yes, | think you'reright.”

He cupped the side of Dexter's face, and his skin was
smooth like the silk sheets on Dexter’s bed. Judging by the
light in Leo’s hooded eyes, he wasn't interested in hunting
either. Had all of this been part of Leo’s plan? Had he invited
Dexter with him in an effort to lay an entirely different trap?
Away from the servants, away from the last reminders and
trappings of royalty?

Ultimately, Dexter didn’t care if this was al part of some
master plan, or if this was a spur of a moment decision. He
responded the same either way when their mouths finaly
touched.

Despite his desire for that very thing, Dexter froze. He had
seen his brother kiss his wife a few times, and so he
understood what was happening on one level. But he had no
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idea how to respond properly. If he should part his lips, if he
should use his tongue, if he was drooling too much. Dexter
was stiff with his indecision and uncertainty, and that only
added to hisfear that Leo would never want to kiss him again.

“You weren't lying, were you?’ Leo asked when he lifted
his head.

Dexter’ sface flamed. “1 think I’ ve spit al over you.”

Leo chuckled. The sound didn't embarrass Dexter—he
sounded more amused than scornful. “You didn’'t spit all over
me.”

“Just mostly?’ Dexter shook his head. “1 have no idea
what I'm doing.”

“You can learn, though. Can’'t you?”’

“| suppose so.”

“Good. You can start by relaxing.” Leo ran his thumb over
Dexter’s bottom lip. “ Just take afew deep breaths.”

Dexter’s chest expanded and constricted.

“Slower. Likeme.”

Dexter’'s gaze fixed on Leo’s chest, and he did his best to
follow Leo's example. After three deep breaths, his heart
seemed to slow, and his pulse didn't pound in his ears. His
earlier shame also began to drain away, prompting the tension
to leave his shoulders and neck.

“That's better. Now, let’ stry thisagain.”

“Okay,” Dexter breathed.

Leo tilted his head, and his lips skimmed over Dexter’'s.
The contact was light, and anything by incidental. It was
absolutely deliberate. It sent a direct bolt of lust between his
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legs, and his mouth watered for more. His entire body ached
for more.

“How was that?’

Dexter nodded. “Good.”

“Just do what | do,” Leo instructed, before lowering his
head again.

Dexter held still as Leo kissed him, waiting for any sign
that he should do something else. Leo held the back of his
neck, his tongue tracing Dexter’s bottom lip. After the second
swipe, Dexter parted his mouth, automatically letting Leo
deepen the caress. When their tongues dlid together, Dexter
shivered with delight. This time, he didn’t feel so awkward.
He didn’t feel anything except the amazing pressure of Leo’s
mouth, and the teasing dancing of histongue.

“Better?’ Leo asked against his mouth.

“Yes. Much.”

“Do you want to stop?’

“No. What about the hunt?’

Leo shook his head. “There's plenty of time for that later.
I"d rather focus on you.”

Dexter couldn’'t help his pleased smile. And that smile
only widened as L eo shifted his attention from Dexter’ s mouth
to his neck. His lips were warm and not the least bit rough,
and he aternately kissed and licked the skin beneath his ear.
Dexter began to shiver, but it wasn't long before his whole
body was wracked with shudders. He vibrated every time Leo
found a new spot on his neck to suckle and bite.

“God, you're so senditive.”
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“1 know.”

“Nobody’ s ever done this before either?’

“No.”

Leo bit down, applying enough pressure to ignite a flash of
pain. But as soon as Dexter tensed, Leo soothed the area with
his tongue, calming him, relaxing him with fresh pleasure. He
gently pushed Dexter down to the ground, forcing him to
stretch across the dewy grass and fallen leaves. Above him,
the stars had blinked out, replaced by alight gray tinged with
pink. It wouldn't be long before the golden light stretched
across the sky and landed on Leo’ sfine features and rich hair.

Dexter was happy he' d get the chance to see that.

“Can | undressyou?’ Leo asked.

“Why do you keep making requests?’

“What should | do?’ The question was light and curious,
like the answer wasn't self-evident.

“You could tell me what you want to do. What you want
meto do.”

“1 could,” Leo agreed, pulling at the ties that kept Dexter's
shirt closed. “But that’ s not what | want. | don’t want you here
just because you think...your princeis demanding it.”

Dexter licked his lips, pleased to discover that they still
tasted like Leo. He wanted to taste Leo again. “Why do you
want me here?’

“l want to give you what you want. I’ve never done that
before.”

“What? Give somebody what they’ ve requested?’

Leo nodded. “I take. | make demands. When I’'m in a good
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mood, | make requests. But I've never done anything for
anybody else.”

“1 guess you don’'t have to when you' re a prince.”

“Not usudly, no.”

Dexter pushed his fingers through Leo’s hair, thrilled that
he allowed the simple contact. “Then why do you want to do
something for me? Y ou barely know me.”

“Because you' ve already done something for me.”

“What?'

Leo pushed Dexter's shirt open, revealing his chest and
stomach. He ran his fingers from Dexter’s throat to his hip,
caressing the tight skin with a light touch. It tickled, and
Dexter tried to bite back his smile, but he couldn’t subdue his
reaction when Leo followed the same path with histongue. He
laughed, trying to twist away even as he yearned for more.

“What's so funny?’ Leo asked, strangely solemn.

“Youtickled me.”

“1 did. How? Like this?’ Thetip of histongue danced over
Dexter's skin again, eliciting the same response. Laughter
rang off the trees and water, echoing around them.

“Yes, yes, likethat.”

Leo glanced up, meeting Dexter’s eyes through his lashes.
His mouth was pulled into a small, amost shy smile. “I like
the way you sound.”

“Well, don’t do it again.”

“Why not?’

“Becauseit tickles! | don't liketo betickled.”

“Very well. | won't tickleyou at dl.”
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“You can tickle me alittle bit,” Dexter alowed. “But only
alittle.”

The smile widened, and Leo lowered his head to focus on
the area around Dexter’s belly button. That tickled, too, but
Dexter only squirmed a little, and managed to keep himself
from falling apart into a gale of laughter.

“What...what have | done for you?’ Dexter tried again. “It
seems like if anybody owes anybody else around here, it's
me.”

“I'll explain everything later,” Leo promised. “And answer
al your questions.”

“1"m going to hold you to that.”

“1 expect you to.” His tongue circled Dexter's navel again
and again.

“Isthiswhy you invited meto join you?’

Leo shook his head. “Believe it or not, | fully intended to
hunt today. But then | got it in my head to kiss you, and once |
did that...” He hooked his fingers over Dexter’s trousers and
looked up. “Would you rather hunt?’

“No,” Dexter answered quickly, worried that Leo was
being serious. The royal prince of the land had just expressed
adesireto treat Dexter’s body like atemple—he definitely did
not want to do anything to discourage that. And even if he
enjoyed hunting, there was nothing he enjoyed quite so much
as Leo’smouth. “No, | would not.”

Leo pulled down the trousers, exposing Dexter completely
to the morning air. It was cool against his heated skin, and the
tiny pricks of damp grassirritated hisflesh alittle. Not enough
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to make him wish he were somewhere else. He wouldn’t even
move in favor of Leo’s bed. His cock was hard, and once free
of his pants, it fell back, lying against his stomach. Leo sat
back on his hedls, his gaze moving dowly down Dexter's
body, absorbing each detail.

“You work hard.” Leo ran his pams down Dexter’s arms,
then his chedt, his hips, histhighs. He moved slowly, alowing
his hands to mold over the defined muscles, like he was
savoring every inch.

“Yes”

“1 don’t mean to sound soft in the head.”

Dexter smiled. “You don't.”

Leo held Dexter’'s hips and bent at the waist. Dexter tried
to brace himself, but it wasimpossible to predict just what Leo
would do, and so it was impossible to prepare himsdlf. In his
wildest fantasies, he never would have foreseen what Leo did
next. He delicately dragged his tongue from Dexter's sac to
thetip of hiscock, licking the entire length of his shaft.

“Oh, God,” Dexter moaned.

“Isit worth swearing?’

“Yes. Yes, yes.”

“You're so soft here. I've never felt anything quite like
this.”

Dexter moaned again.

“1 don't think I can get used to how soft you are.”

As if to prove his point, Leo drew the flat of his tongue
adong Dexter's length again. Each time he did, Dexter
responded with a soft whimper. He wasn't sure if he wanted
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Leo to continue like that—it was almost akin to torture—but
when Leo stopped, he squirmed and groaned in protest.

“Oh, | seewhat you like. | see quite well.”

“l see that you like to drive me out of my head,” Dexter
panted.

“Perhaps. Is this too much? | fed like I've only just
begun.”

“It's not too much. It's just...a little...God, | didn't even
know anything could fed this good.” Good seemed too weak
of aword, but it was the best Dexter’s mind could produce. He
was sure that it wouldn't take long for all coherent thought to
flee his mind. Leo’s tongue was like magic. Some sort of
wonderful, unbelievable, warm magic that nhobody had ever
heard of before.

It didn’t take Dexter long to realize Leo wasn’t just using
his tongue. His lips were soft. The side of his cheek was
rough, bristled with hair. He held Dexter’ s length in place with
light fingers, gently applying pressure as he licked, kissed,
nuzzled, and caressed every bit of skin from the base to the
tip. The thorough exploration gave Dexter a chance to redize
more things about himself than he had ever suspected. The
sensitivity levels varied. There was a spot just below his dlit
that made him jerk his hips and squirm. There was a spot near
his ballsthat literally made him hum under his breath.

Dexter whimpered as Leo refocused his attention lower,
closing his lips around Dexter’s balls. The heat was enough to
melt everything under his skin. His muscles, his stomach, his
lungs, his heart. He thought he would melt right into the
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ground. But everything seized, tightened, as soon as Leo
hollowed his cheeks and sucked hard on his balls.

“Oh...Leo...Leopold.”

Dexter's eyes fluttered open and he watched the sun crest
above the prince's head. The first rays touched his trembling
body, and the temperature finally began to climb again. High
above him, the trees rattled and whispered with a soft breeze.
Somehow, staring at the skeletal fingers of the trees made him
even more intensely aware of what was happening, of how it
felt. Leo was stoking fire under his skin, building up the
pressure with small motions of his mouth. His fingers weren’t
even moving. They just held Dexter's length flat against his
stomach.

“You feel so perfect.” Dexter sighed. “1 can’t believe...”

L eo nudged past Dexter’ s sac, seeking out the smooth strip
of skin between his legs. Dexter automatically spread his legs
wider, planting his heels against the soft soil. He felt exposed,
amost uncomfortable, but that wasn't enough to make him put
his legs down and push Leo away. He tilted his head back, the
trees behind him suddenly in hisline of sight as Leo licked the
strip of skin, hisinner thighs, and then finally the crease of his
ass.

Leo was thorough and unhurried. A part of Dexter wanted
Leo to return his focus to his cock, but he wouldn’t dream of
asking for that. He didn’t think he could speak, for one thing.
He squirmed to get away from Leo’s mouth, he squirmed to
increase the contact. He squirmed because the friction was too
much to bear, and he needed more pressure because the light
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dance of Leo’s mouth made him want to crawl out of his own
skin.

“How isthis?’

“Good. Good. Good.”

“Do you want me to stop?’ Leo asked, his words hat,
amost as heavy as histouch.

“Yes. No. Leo...l don't know...l don't...”

“Tell meif you want meto stop.”

“l can’t...l can't tell you...”

“1 want to show you something.”

Leo lifted his head, and Dexter felt so cold without the
contact that goose bumps broke out across his thighs and
down hisarms.

“What?' He croaked.

Leo wrapped his hand around Dexter’s cock and pulled it
away from his stomach, pointing the head toward his mouth.
Dexter watched, unblinking, as Leo guided the tip to his lips.
They closed around the crown, drawing a whimper from
Dexter. He would have been perfectly happy with that amount
of contact, that level of pressure, but Leo wasn't stopping
there. He circled the crown with the tip of his tongue, lapping
up the salty liquid on his skin.

At first, Dexter thought Leo just wanted to show him how
he could make the sky spin above his head. How he could
make the earth break apart and shift beneath Dexter’ s writhing
body. But it only took moments for Dexter to understand that
he intended to show him something far beyond that. He didn’t
stop with the crown between his lips. He sank down, pulling

56



THE PRINCE WHO NEVER SMILED

Dexter’ slength deep into his mouth and down his throat.

The heat, and the grip, was enough to make Dexter cry out.
He pushed his hips up, forcing his cock deeper into Leo’s
throat. He swallowed, his muscles constricting tightly around
Dexter’'s cock, and he knew he couldn’'t take any more. Not
another single second. The base of his spine tingled, and then
aflash of pleasure erupted through him, spreading in his flesh,
overtaking every inch of his body. His cock jerked hard,
erupting in Leo’ s throat before Dexter even had the chance to
warn him. His flesh throbbed, each pulse sending more come
down Leo’ sthroat.

“Oh my God...ohmy God...Leo...”

Leo kept swallowing, and each time he did, new shivers
raced through Dexter.

“Please stop. I'm too sensitive...”

Leo let Dexter's cock dip from his mouth and climbed up
his body. “How was that?’

The shy smilereturned. “Wasit good?’

“It was good. It was very good.” Dexter palmed the back
of Leo’shead. “Can | have one more thing?’

“Nameit.”

“1 want you to kiss me again. Many times.”

“1 can do that.”

“We don’t have to go back to the hunting lodge any time
soon, do we?’

Leo shook his head. “Though the lodge is more
comfortable.”
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“I likeit here. Hereit'seasier to just...bewith Leo.”

“I likeit here, too.”

Leo touched their mouths together, and Dexter closed his
eyes, winding his arms around the prince's back. He inhaled,
and filled his lungs with Leo’s air, tasting and smelling him.
He could taste his own spending on Leo’'s tongue, and his
cock was still semi-erect, still wet and sticky from Leo's
attention.

“Are you going to tell mewhy you owe me?’ Dexter asked
against his mouth.

“I told you | would. Later. It'sabit of along story. Tell me
again if you thought it was good.”

Dexter pulled back, so Leo could see hiseyes. “1 thought it
was better than good.” He smiled widely. “I’ve never felt
anything like that.”

Leo returned the smile. “I’'m glad. Now let me get back to
kissing you.”

Dexter nodded and their mouths came together again.

* * *

Dexter stretched in the naturaly hot water and thought
about closing his eyes. But if he closed his eyes, he would fall
asleep. He had absolutely no doubt of that. He didn’t want to
sleep. The hot water lapped against the sides of the stone tub
in alulling rhythm, and his muscles were rubbery and soft. He
had spent the entire day stretched on the cool, damp ground,
beneath Leo’s hot, hard body. Which had been fantastic, but
he was paying for that now. He was paying for it in his
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muscles and his bones.

Hewas aso lonely. Leo had instructed him to strip and get
in the tub, and Dexter had been more than happy to comply.
But he thought Leo would be joining him, and as the minutes
stretched on to a sleepy hour, he began to worry. It was a
vague sort of worry. Had he done something to displease Leo?
Had he somehow disappointed the prince? Or had something
come up? Would he be given one perfect day with the prince
before everything was shattered? Did he even deserve more
than that? Probably not. He was fegling greedy already.

Dexter didn't just want more attention. He wanted to do
the things that Leo wouldn’t let him while they were outside.
He wanted to kiss Leo. He wanted to make Leo’s eyes roll
back and make him cry out with pleasure. He wanted to show
Leo what a quick study he was.

“Areyou still awake?’

Dexter jerked upright. “Where have you been?’

Leo shook his head. “Oh, I've been talking over things
with Jax. Sometimes he forgets his place.”

“What's his place?’

“To dowhat | tell him to do. Are you thirsty? | could have
Jax fetch atray.”

“No. No, that’s not necessary.”

“We should be eating dinner soon.”

“Soon? But I'm not really hungry.” Dexter tilted his head.
“Areyou?’

“No. In fact, | was too distracted to be worried about
food.”
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“Why were you distracted?’

“Because | knew you were waiting for me. And | missed
you.”

Dexter smiled to himself. He didn’t want to show Leo how
pleased he was to hear his own thoughts echoed. “Y ou missed
me? Y ou’ ve spent the whole day with me.”

“Maybe that’s not enough.”

Leo began to undress, and Dexter kept his gaze locked on
the prince’'s smooth body. Despite everything they’d shared,
Leo had never lost his clothes. That had been the only
downside to their day, but Leo had been firm about who
would be receiving attention, and who would be giving
attention. A question hovered on the tip of his tongue, but
Dexter decided not to give voice to it. He wanted to ask what
would happen after three weeks passed—would that be
enough to sate Leo? He hoped not.

Leo sighed as he dipped into the water. Dexter remained
seated as he watched Leo swim from one side to the other and
back again. His body diced through the water, hinting at real
power. Dexter was sure that he would look like some
otherworldly being if he took a swim in the pond. Had Leo
ever done that? Dexter would have to remember to ask.

“This water has healing properties,” Leo said, once he
surfaced.

“Doesit?

“That's what they tell me. And | don’t think they would lie
tome.”

“What sort of healing?’
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“Revitalization, for one.”

Dexter arched his brow. “Well, I'm beginning to feel more
revitalized already.”

“1 hope s0.” He glided to Dexter’s side and sat beside him
on the smooth stone. Dexter was drawn to him automatically,
seeking out more contact with Leo’s body. “Though a part of
me still wishes we could have stayed at the pond al night.”

“That would have been very cold. And uncomfortable.”

“1 would have kept you warm.”

“Oh, | know. But | don’t know if you would have been
able to protect me from a blanket of dew. | prefer the hot
water.”

“Itisnice,” Leo conceded. “Come here.”

He pulled Dexter onto his lap, but Dexter didn't resist. He
happily straddled Leo’s hips, his cock trapped between their
bodies, while Leo’s arousal did against his ass. The time for
talking was over, and they both moved at the same time, their
mouths coming together in a hard kiss. Dexter knew that by
the next morning, despite the hot bath, his body would be a
testament to the hours they spent together. Bruises and
scrapes, love marks, teeth marks, swollen lips. Leo could be
unbelievably gentle, but he wasn’t afraid to get a bit rough,
either.

“There's ill one more thing | want to do,” Leo said
against his mouth.

Dexter didn’t care what it was, as long as the hard kisses
didn't stop. “Yes?’

He smoothed his hand down Dexter’s spine, diding under
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the water to cup his ass. Leo pulled at the flesh, his fingertip
seeking out Dexter’ s entrance. | want to be inside of you.”

Dexter lifted his head. “I don’t know if...I don’'t know if |

“Why not?’

L eo sounded more concerned than demanding, but Dexter
still felt uncomfortably shy. “Becauseit...it could hurt.”

“1 won't hurt you.”

“I  know you wouldn't...not on purpose. But
till...that's...” Dexter floundered, afraid that he could offer
no explanation that would satisfy Leo. If Leo wanted to do it,
Dexter couldn’t stop him. And there was always the reminder
in the back of his head that he couldn’t legaly, or moraly,
deny Leo anything. Not to mention physicaly and
emotionaly.

“Then | won't doiit.”

“But you want to.”

“l want you to feel good. That's what | want. Can | try
something?’

Dexter nodded. He trusted Leo, implicitly. Even so, he
caught his breath as Leo teased at his pucker, pushing his
fingertip past the tight opening.

“Just relax. | know a way that'll make you feel good.
Somebody showed me once.”

Dexter laughed nervoudy. “I'm glad somebody’s shown
you al this stuff. | would have never figured out half of it.”

Leo shook his head. “That's not true. People have been
figuring it out since the beginning of time. Now...relax...or
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thiswon't work.”

Leo pushed deeper, and a sudden, sharp pain jumped up
his back. Dexter resisted yelping and squirming to get away
from the touch. “That hurt.”

“I"'m sorry. It won't hurt for long, | promise.”

“But that was...”

“1 promise,” Leo repeated, hisvoice low, his eyes solemn.

Dexter swallowed hard. Already the pain was fading, and
soon it would be nothing more than a memory. He nodded.
“Okay. Just...just go Slow.”

“1 will. Remember to relax.”

It was difficult to relax. Dexter wished Leo would
understand that. It was difficult to relax when everything Leo
did wound him tighter and tighter. It was difficult to relax
when his body ached for some nameless, boundless, undefined
more. And the only person who could give him more was L eo.
But he forced himself to take deep breaths, willing the tension
from his muscles as a new sort of pain erupted through him. It
made the back of his eyes tingle, but he didn’'t try to pull
away, even as Leo worked his finger deeper and deeper into
his passage. Eventualy, the sharp discomfort dulled to awarm
throb, which wasn't so unpleasant at all.

Leo must have sensed the moment Dexter relaxed. Hisarm
tightened around his waist, and the hot water helped keep
Dexter’s thighs relaxed. “There's a spot...it"'s unlike anything
you've ever felt.”

Dexter had a hard time believing that. Especially after Leo
had spent an entire day working Dexter over with his mouth.
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“Do you believe me?’ Leo asked.

“1 don't know.”

Leo crooked his finger, his finger pushing
against...something. Dexter didn't know. As soon as Leo
applied pressure, the world completely melted away.
Everything ceased to exist except Leo's solid body and his
finger and the warm embrace of water.

“Leo...Leo...Leo...”

The pressure suddenly disappeared. “How was that?’

“More...please...”

Leo smiled broadly. “ That'swhat | thought you'd say.”

The pressure returned, and Dexter cried out. Once he
shouted, he couldn’t stop. Water splashed around them as he
jerked and kicked in response to Leo’s relentless finger. He
kept one arm around Dexter, holding him in place, and he
occasionally whispered reassurances, reminding him to stay
relaxed, to keep still.

A steady ache began in his balls. A wild sort of throbbing
that spread through him, finding foca points behind his eyes,
and at the bottoms of his feet. He wanted to beg Leo not to
stop, but he knew the words were entirely unnecessary. If
there was one thing he'd learned about Leo, it was that he
knew how to see something through to the end.

“Please, no,” Dexter gasped, when Leo took his finger
from the spot.

“Shh. I'm not going to stop.”

“Please, just...”

“I"m not going to stop,” Leo repeated, crooking his finger
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again.

Dexter dropped his head back, shouting from pleasure.
Shouting for release. His eyes still throbbed, and his mouth
prickled and tingled for attention. His sac pulled tight, like his
balls were trying to tuck back into his body. He began moving
his hips without thought, unconscioudy slamming backward,
fucking himself on Leo’s finger. When he finally dropped his
chin forward again, he noticed in a distant, weak way that Leo
was still smiling.

He didn't know how much pressure he could possibly
tolerate. Dexter only knew that he wanted more. He became
quite certain that he would never get enough. He could take
and take and take, and it would never be enough. It was Leo’'s
fault for unleashing this wanton greed. Leo’s fault for making
him shout his pleasure, shout his demands for more, shout
until histhroat hurt and even that wasn’t enough.

Dexter thought Leo would use his free hand to stroke his
cock. That was the only logical way to end this torture. He
needed Leo to stroke his cock, to apply just the right amount
of heat and pressure around his shaft. Otherwise, he feared, he
would be left writhing and begging on Leo’s hand until he
simply broke. Or until Leo forced him to stop. And if Leo
forced him to stop, Dexter didn’t know if he could bear it.

“1 want feel you come around me,” Leo said, the words
low and throaty.

“l can't...”

“Just come...Dex...l need to fed it.”

Dexter wanted to protest again. But the pleasure was
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enough to make his brain shut down. He had nothing to focus
on, except Leo’ s demand—his plea. “ Just...touch me.”

“No. You don't need that.”

Dexter disagreed. He braced himself on Leo’s shoulders,
and his head dropped back again. He wished there was more
than just a single finger in his passage. He wished there was
more pressure, something larger pounding into that secret spot
he had never, ever suspected. Did other people know about
this? They must, and yet, Dexter thought if anybody did know
about how wonderful this felt, nobody would ever accomplish
anything. They would spend all their time aiming for higher
and higher peaks of pleasure.

“Doit, Dexter. | want to hear you scream.”

Something about those words finally unlocked Dexter's
body. He did scream—a loud, amost prima sound that
echoed off the stone and the water. His cock jerked violently,
shooting impossibly hot come into the water. He didn’t stop
rocking against Leo’s hand, though. He was so sensitive that
the dlightest contact made him whimper and shudder, but he
il craved it. Still enjoyed it.

“Dexter...”

“Hmm?’

“It'll be better when it’s my cock.”

Dexter's eyes slowly focused and he met Leo's gaze.
“So...thiswasatrick?

“A good one, wasn't it?’

“A great one, actually.” Dexter took a deep breath. “ Okay,
| think | can handleit. But not here.”
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“No, not here. In my bed.”

“I"'m still waiting for you to explain all of thisto me.”

Leo dlid his finger from Dexter's body and locked his
hands in the small of Dexter's back. “I promised you | will.
But isit so hard to believe that | could want to do something
for you?’

“Not...not anymore. I'm just curious, | guess. |
mean...this is al a little much. You're doing things that |
never even conceived of.”

“1 can give you the short version. If you want.”

“I'll take that for now.”

Leo touched his brow to Dexter’s. “I’m doing this because
you make me happy.”

“1 do? Me, persondly?’

“You personally.”

“But | haven’t done anything.”

Leo shrugged. “Maybe that’s just it. Maybe you don’'t have
to do anything. Maybe you just have to be.”

“l think everything you've done has fried my brain,
because I’'m not sure that makes sense.”

“It’[I make more sense later.” Leo caught Dexter’s bottom
lip and sucked onit. “Come on. | want to get you to bed.”

Dexter nodded. He wanted that, too.

* * *

Dexter was definitely a farm boy. Leo was familiar with
the body-type. Thick and strong. As sturdy and constant as the
land that they worked, and loved. Dexter's body seemed to
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hold a multitude of surprises and delights, but Leo found he
got the most pleasure out of simply looking at Dexter's
striking form.

He stroked himsalf slowly, spreading thick oil from the
base to the tip of his cock. Dexter was already stretched and
dicked, and he watched Leo with heavy, curious eyes. He was
willing to do whatever Leo told him to do, ready to give
whatever Leo asked of him. Nothing that Leo wasn't aready
used to—except it was nothing like what Leo was used to.
Because for once, he wanted to do all the giving. He wanted to
serve. He wanted Dexter to know all the pleasure that his body
had to offer.

“This is probably going to hurt a little,” Leo warned,
kneeling on the bed between Dexter’ s thighs.

“1 know.”

“Butit'slike before...it'll stop hurting.”

“1 know.”

“Here...” He pushed Dexter’'s legs up until his feet were
pointed toward the ceiling. “Hold yourself up.”

Dexter frowned, but he gripped his thighs and brought his
feet back, until they were almost over his shoulders. His hole
was stretched, glistening in the light. Leo could already feel
the warmth swallowing him, gripping him, holding him in
place. Dexter's eyes were wide, his lips parted, his attention
still focused on Leo.

“Isthat comfortable?’

“Yesh, itis”

“It'll make things easier,” Leo promised. “That's how it
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wasfor me.”

“Y ou let somebody do thisto you?”

“1 was curious, and | trust him.”

“Didyou likeit?’

“1 did. I think you will, too. But if you don't...tell me,
okay?’

Dexter took a deep breath. “1 will.”

Leo knew he would stop immediately if Dexter was
uncomfortable, or didn't like what he was doing, but as he
guided himself to Dexter’s stretched hole, he hoped that he
wouldn’t have to stop. A day spent exploring Dexter’s body
had just convinced him that the young man was not only
perfect, but perfect for him. But he wanted to know all of the
other man. Leo wanted to feel his body flex and tighten
around him, wanted to be drawn into his heat until he forgot
that anything else in the world existed.

Nothing he had ever done with Jax—or the nameless
young man Jax brought to his prince—could compare to
Dexter. That was aready true, even before Leo gripped the
base of his cock and guided it to Dexter’s pucker.

“I'll go slow,” Leo promised one more time before he
pushed forward, feeling the ring of muscle expand and then
contract around his crown.

“Oh...oh...wait.”

Leo froze. “What?’

“Just...give me achance...| need to breathe.”

“That's fine.” Leo didn't move, alowing Dexter to grow
accustomed to his width. Already the pressure around the head
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of his cock was amost unbearably exquisite. He felt Dexter’s
heartbeat throbbing through his body, flesh fluttering in a
rapid rhythm around Leo’ s head. “Y ou okay?’

“I...l...yeah. Yeah. | am.”

He slld forward, but stopped after just a haf an inch.
Dexter's face was pulled tight, but he wasn't resisting Leo.
For amoment, Leo wondered if he should just stop. There was
no reason to push this far, so fast. It was just enough that
Dexter was willing to try. There would be other chances
later—L eo would see to that.

“We can stop,” Leo suggested softly.

“No. No. | don't want to stop.” Dexter released his breath
dowly. “Just keeping going slow.”

Leo moved another half an inch. Now his entire crown was
buried in the impossible heat. Dexter’s nostrils flared and his
hands were closed in tight fists, and another wave of doubt
moved through Leo. He had never felt anything as amazing as
Dexter’s body, and as a prince he had the right to that body,
but the thought of hurting Dexter—even a little—cut through
him, dulling his pleasure.

“Dexter...”

“Please...l want to feel you.”

Leo nodded, his thighs and ass tensing as he continued to
push forward. The lubricant around his entrance and deep into
his passage helped ease the way, and the stretched muscles
stretched further as Leo rocked forward. His cock and balls
throbbed, but he didn’t know if that was because Dexter's
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pulse was racing, or if that was because of his own galloping
heart. Dexter reached for Leo’s forearms, and he gripped him,
his fingerstightening in silent encouragement.

Finally, he was fully seated, his length completely buried.
Dexter’'s eyes were bulging, and Leo wondered if his own face
reflected the same sort of pleasure and amazement, with traces
of pain.

“Areyou okay?’ Leo rasped.

“Yes

“God. You fedl so good. Doesthis hurt?’

“No...not really.” Histhroat bobbed. “Not so much.”

“Can | move?’

“Yes. Yes. Please.”

Despite Dexter’s plea, Leo couldn’'t quite bring himself to
dlide back out. Instead, he tilted his head and kissed Dexter
softly. He intended the caress to be reassuring—for both of
them—but Dexter parted his lips, his tongue dipping into
Leo’s mouth. The brush of tongue against tongue electrified
Leo, and he rocked his hips, his bals pressing against the
curve of Dexter’s ass.

“Oh. God. Oh...” Dexter's mouth ripped away from Leo’s
and he tilted his head back, his throat working franticaly, but
soundlessly.

“Doesit hurt?’

“Don't stop.” This time, Dexter’s words were harsh and
demanding. “ God, don't stop.”

“l1 won't.” Pleasure surged through him, spurred by the
encouragement. Everything from his scalp to his kneestingled
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and tightened. He fet strong and weak at the same time. He
felt like he was flying, even as Dexter’s strong body kept him
grounded, kept him focused.

The rocking was gentle, like water lapping at the banks of
a deep pond. Dexter seemed more than happy with the
pressure, and Leo didn’t need any additional friction. The firm
heat around his shaft was more than enough. Was better than
anything else could be. The strokes were so shalow, they
barely existed. They shared kisses. They shared breath. Leo
wanted to share everything. He wanted Dexter to know
everything about him and inside of him. And he had the
feeling that maybe Dexter wanted the same thing.

Leo didn’'t want it to end. He wanted to capture the
moments between them and simply remain where he was—
inside and above Dexter, chest against chest, mouth against
mouth. But it didn’t really matter what he wanted, because he
simply could not physically tolerate the firm heat around him.

The pleasure reached higher and higher, morphing into
something akin to bliss. Dexter panted, his harsh breathing
only making Leo’s body tighter. He thrummed and vibrated,
like ataut string. He kissed Dexter, seeking a sort of relief, but
that didn’t help. Only one thing would help him.

“l can't...I’'m dmost...”

“1 know,” Dexter said through gritted teeth. His color was
high. He clawed at Leo, his fingers fighting for purpose as he
rose off the mattress to meet Leo’ s body.

“Dexter...”

“1 know.” Finally, he wrapped his arms and legs around
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Leo. “God, Leo, | know.”

Dexter's words wrapped around him, as hot and enticing
as his body. They were both dick with sweat, and they were
both getting clumsy. Leo did his fingers through Dexter's
hair, gripping his head as he plunged his tongue into Dexter’'s
mouth, kissing him with more than a little desperation. Bliss
turned to pure joy like Leo had never experienced before,
much less imagined. It crashed through him until he was
finally forced to stop, the explosion seizing his muscles,
including his throat. He couldn’t even whisper Dexter’ s name.

Leo's soft cock slipped from Dexter’s passage just before
he collapsed on Dexter's perspiring body. “Was that okay?’
he asked, as soon as he could speak.

“It was great.”

He felt his face shifting and realized he was smiling.
Again. “Really? | didn’t hurt you?’

“Nothing a bath won't help.”

Leo skimmed his palm over Dexter’s erection. “I can help
with this.”

“No, no. Don’t worry about it.”

“Areyou sure?’

“l think you've made me come like a hundred times
today.”

Leo’'s smile broadened. “I don’t think it's been a hundred
times. It wasfour.”

“You gtill have to answer me. And tell me what thisis all
about.”

The reminder made Leo chuckle. “Don’'t worry, | don't
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break my promises. | think we should have that bath first.”

“Y ou keep putting it off.”

“1 just want to make sure you're comfortable. Then | will
tedl you everything.” And Leo meant that. Everything
including hisfather’s decree.
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CHAPTERS

Time didn’t matter inside Leo’s world. Or maybe it just
felt that way because Dexter lost the ability to keep track of
the seconds. He spent minutes or hours floating on his back in
the tub, staring at the high ceiling and reliving the moment
Leo sank into his body. There was a dull ache in his flesh, a
not exactly unpleasant reminder of Leo’s length stretching his
muscles. The longer he stayed in the tub, the more that ache
faded into alight throbbing.

After the bath, Leo dried him with soft, heated towels and
gave him the finest pgjamasto dressin. By the time he made it
back to Leo’'s bed, he was content and warm. His head was
fuzzy, his body sore yet satisfied. He couldn't think of
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anything else he wanted—anything he lacked. And when Leo
curled against his body, pulling Dexter as close as possible, he
knew that he would never desire anything more.

“l guess | should start at the beginning,” Leo said, his
voice rumbling through Dexter’ s skin.

“Yes, that’ s probably the best placeto start.”

“At home, in the castle, they call me the prince who never
smiles.”

Dexter burrowed closer, burying his face in Leo’s chest.
“That’'ssilly. You smiledl thetime.”

“For you. But...until the moment | saw you in the woods, |
never smiled in my life.

Dexter looked up. “What do you mean?”’

“Some people thought there was just something wrong
with me physically. Some sort of birth defect. Other people
believethat I'm cursed...that I’ ve brought a curse down on the
entire royal family.”

Dexter touched his fingers to Leo’s cheek, then skimmed
the pad of his thumb over Leo’slips. “I don’t even understand
how that’s possible.”

“Welcome to the club. | don't understand it, either.” Leo
caught Dexter’s wrist and kissed the tip of his thumb before
drawing his mouth in a path to his pulse point. “My parents
were confused and frightened. | spent my whole life trying to
do as they ask, trying to make them happy. They just wanted
to know that their son was normal. But no matter what | did, |
couldn’t give them what they wanted more than anything.”

“A smile?’
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Leo nodded.

“So they’ ve never seen how wonderful itis?’

“No. Isit wonderful ?’

Dexter nodded solemnly. “Yeah. It's like...it changes the
shape of the world.”

The comment brought a small, shy grin to Leo’s face that
was gone almost as soon as it arrived, like a brightly colored
hummingbird. “That's what | meant when | said you've
aready done something for me. Dexter...you've given me a
gift that 1 can’'t repay. And the realy unbelievable thing is,
you keep doing it. You keep giving me that gift, like it's as
natura as breathing. | seeyou and |...” Hetook a deep breath.
“My parents were so worried about the problem that the King
made a decree for the entire land. Did you hear about it?’

Dexter shook his head. “ Sometimes news doesn’t make it
out to our village. It's easy to forget that we' re there.”

“He said that the first person to make me smile shal be
given to me in marriage. Girls of al ages came from
everywhere in the kingdom, and they did everything they
could. But it was never enough. | didn't know it at the time
but...well, there was one thing they couldn’t overcome.”

“They didn’'t fall down enough?’

“No. They weren't you.”

“Leo...that’s...” Dexter fumbled, at a loss for words. If
Prince Leopold had made that declaration, he might have been
abletorebut it. But it hadn’t been Prince Leopold. It had been
Leo. A man Dexter wanted desperately. A man he would be
happy with even if they lived in atiny little shack with dirt
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floors.

“There was just an endless stream of them. They danced
and joked and sang and told stories. They tried to lure me by
wearing clothes that were absolutely indecent for the Royal
Court. They were charming. A few were even funny,
but...they weren't for me.”

“But you're going to have to get married one way or the
other, aren’t you? That's what a prince does. He gets married
and makes more little princes.”

“My father's decree didn't say that the person who made
me smile had to be a woman.” Leo traced a light pattern on
Dexter's chest. “It seems to me that you're entitled to your
reward.”

Dexter sat up. “My reward? Marriage? Leo, | can't...we
can't get married. The King would never alow it. Nobody
would allow it. It just...it can’t happen.”

“1 can marry anybody | want. I’'m the prince.”

“It'sagainst the rules,” Dexter reminded him.

“I maketherules.”

Dexter shivered, more from the power in Leo’s voice than
the assertionitself. “Leo...l...”

“Do you want to be with me?”’

The question was blunt, but so was the answer. The only
answer that Dexter could give. “Yes. I've never had anything
before, Leo. Nothing's ever been mine...or because of me.
But | guessthat’s not true anymore.”

“Why?’

“Your smileismine.”
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Leoinclined hishead. “It is. Always.”

“I'm dtill not convinced that the King will give me my
prize,” Dexter warned. “1 know you are the prince, but he is
still king.”

“What if | had to marry to produce an heir?’ Leo asked
softly. “Would you still want me?’

Dexter arched his brow. “Would | redlisticaly be able to
deny you? Sometimes | don’t think you remember that you are
my prince. I'm bound to obey you.”

“Are you here right now because you are bound to obey
me?’

“No. Of course not.”

“You're never bound to obey me, Dexter. Others are, it's
true.”

“Everybody,” Dexter corrected.

“Fine, everybody. But | don’t want you mindlessly doing
whatever | tell you to do. | don’t want to think that you' re only
with me because you're afraid to say no. That's not
how...that's not how | view you.”

As Leo spoke, Dexter began to understand. In Leo’s mind,
Dexter was above his own station. After years of worrying
about curses and physica deformities, he had created
something mythical in his mind—a person so powerful, so
specia, that he could overcome al problems to give Leo the
one thing nobody else could. To give him something he
couldn’t order or demand. Dexter agreed there was much to be
said about Leo’s smile, but ultimately, he wasn't the deity Leo
seemed to believe him to be.
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“All | did wasfall in some mud.”

“No, that’snot...that’snot it at al. That’snot all you did.”

“Okay. | went soaring through the air and landed most
ungraciously on my ass.”

“No. No, that’s not it at all.” Leo separated himself from
Dexter and stood. He walked the length of the bed before
turning and coming back. His agitation made Dexter
uncomfortable, but he remained where he was, cushioned by
silk pillows. “Because you haven't just made me smile the one
time. When I’'m with you...I’m happy. Redlly, really happy.”

Dexter's lips twitched. “You don’t look very happy right
now.”

“1 thought this might be easier.”

“I'm not trying to make it difficult. | just want you to be
surethat if we do this...it'swhat you realy want.”

“I'll proveit toyou. Anyway | can.”

“Youdon't haveto...”

Leo returned to the bed, his arm going around Dexter's
shoulder. Dexter automatically leaned into Leo’s body—it fit
him perfectly. And it felt good to have something to lean
against. He tried to imagine having Leo at his side for the rest
of his life, but that seemed too big, too impossible. So he
settled on having Leo at his side for the rest of the night. That
seemed much more reasonable.

“When | return home, I'll send out a kingdom-wide decree,
if that’ swhat it takesto prove what | feel,” Leo vowed.

“1’m serious, you don’'t have to do that.”

“l just want to make sure you know. Because I've never
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been more certain of anything.”

Dexter took a deep breath. He didn’t doubt that Leo’'s
feelings were genuine, and he was pleased that he had been
the one to make the prince smile. But he wasn’t going to hold
Leo to al of his promises. Time wasn't the only thing that
couldn’t take hold in Leo’ s hunting lodge. Sometimes, Dexter
thought, reality was a distant and nebulous concept, as well.
But when they left it behind, they would have no choice but to
face thousands of years of tradition, obligation, beliefs, and a
responsibility that was greater than anything the two of them
could share.

Dexter understood that. Even if it seemed like Leo didn't
want to.
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CHAPTERG

Prince Leopold and his humble servant spent the following
weeks together, sequestered in a world that only existed for
the two of them. Prince Leopold neglected to hunt—a fact
which pleased the animals of the forest a great deal—and they
barely acknowledged the servants of the house. This did not
endear Dexter to Jax, but the man served at the pleasure of his
prince, and so even his grumblings wer e subdued.

But they couldn’t remain hidden forever. As promised,
Prince Leopold returned to the court exactly four weeks after
he left, this time with Dexter and his loyal dog, Thor, in tow.
They were all greeted with much rejoicing, as befitted the
return of the crown prince. But when they reached the castle,
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Dexter did his best to linger out of sight. Uncomfortable and
awkward in his peasant’s clothes, he was too shy to approach
thethrone.

Even when Prince Leopold announced him

* * *

Relief radiated from the Queen. As soon as Leo saw her
smile and her shining eyes, he let go of whatever resentment
lingered for leaving his perfect, even heavenly, getaway. He'd
thought after a day or two that being with Dexter would
become boring. But Dexter was never boring. He delighted
Leo. He delighted Leo so much that it was difficult for the
prince to keep a novel smile from his face as he approached
the throne and bowed.

“Oh, dtraighten up and come here,” the Queen said,
holding out her arms. She enveloped him, surrounding him
with the familiar smell of her powders and soaps. She smelled
like home to him. The thought that he could lose that sense of
place, the steady sense of belonging, made his stomach clench.

“You look well, son,” the King greeted, extending his hand
when hiswife finally released L eo.

“Thank you, sir.”

“Did you have a successful hunt?’

“]...it depends on your definition, sir.”

“My definition? How many different definitions of success
arethere, son?’

Leo was suddenly aware of al the people behind him,
staring at his back, straining to hear each word in the
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exchange. He knew that it would only be appropriate to
present Dexter now—his mother would be offended if he
introduced Dexter any other way. But he wished he could save
Dexter from the awkwardness.

“1 didn't bag any animals...but | did meet somebody who
you might beinterested in, sir.”

Both of their faces registered surprise and skepticism.
“Y ou met somebody? Who?' his mother asked.

“He was traveling here to ask for an audience with the
King,” Leo explained, traces of excitement in his voice. “He
had some difficulties...and | agreed to escort him to the
court.”

“Why would | be interested in that?’ King William asked
gruffly.

“Because he's...he's specia.” Leo amost smiled at the
thought of how special Dexter was, but he held it back. He
was waiting for the perfect opportunity to reveal exactly what
Dexter had done to him. He wanted to relish the shock.

“Specia?’ Celeste till looked skeptical, but also mildly
interested. Perhaps she sensed the happiness lurking just
beneath the surface. Or maybe she couldn’t sense it because
she had never seen it from Leo before. “Whereishe?’

L eo stepped back and swept his arm in a grandiose gesture,
drawing everybody’ s attention to the doorway.

The empty doorway.

Leo frowned. He didn't look over his shoulder, but he
could sense the disapproval radiating from his parents.
“Dexter?’
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No answer.

“Dexter, are you in here?’ Leo stepped from the throne.
“Has anybody seen ayoung man?”’

“Your highness?’

The voice came from his left, and he turned, zeroing in on
the speaker. “What? Did you see him?’

“Sir, ishe ayoung peasant?’

L eo grimaced at the mention of his station, but he nodded.

“Forgive me, sir, but | believe he snuck out the door while
you were addressing the throne.”

“Why would he do that?’

The man shrunk back, clearly unable, and unwilling, to
guess a an answer. But Leo wasn't expecting one, anyway.
He hurried to the door, desperate to catch up with Dexter. He
couldn’t get far, Leo was sure of it. But he couldn’t linger and
give Dexter the chance to run away. And why would he run
away? Had somebody insulted him or hurt him? If anybody
had dared to say so much as a cross word to him, Leo would
find the speaker and rip him apart.

“Leopold! Where do you think you' re going?’

The tone of his father’s voice told him to turn around. But
he couldn’'t. He would ded with the King's wrath—and the
appropriate punishment—later. At that moment, he only
wanted to find Dexter. The thought of him disappearing made
Leofed sick.

The courtyard was full of the regular hustle and bustle,
with people and animals coming and going, blocking Leo's
path and vision.
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“Dexter! Dexter?’ He grabbed the guard stationed at the
door. “Where did Dexter go?’

“Your highness?’

“A young man, about my height, in peasant closing.”

The guard pointed silently to the east, where al of the
animals were housed. “I told him that there was nothing over
there but animals, sir, but | don't think he heard me.”

“Thank you.”

The ground was soft from a storm the night before—soft
enough to leave indentations in the mud, but there was too
much traffic for that to be any help. Even so, he took off at a
quick jog, his eyes peeled for any hint of the young man. His
heart began to fall as he ventured closer to the animal pens—
they were a maze of barns, stals, and fences. And he was not
familiar with the area. Certainly not familiar enough to find
anybody who didn’t want to be found.

But hewasn’t going to let Dexter get away from him.

Leo didn't dow his jog. He didn’t care if he had to run
through the maze for the rest of the day, he wasn't going to
stop. “Dexter?’

After what seemed like hours of running and listening to
nothing but pigs, fowl, and sheep, he heard soft murmuringsin
a deep, familiar voice. Slowing down so he wouldn't drown
the sound with his own rapid breathing and even faster heart,
he listened to the soft drone and followed it. The one-sided
conversation guided him around a squat, wooden building.
Dexter sat with his back against the wall, Thor at his side.

“What's going on?’ Leo blurted.
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Dexter looked up sharply, and his cheeks colored. “You
found me.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?’

“1 didn’t think you'd look,” Dexter admitted.

“Why did you run? | thought...thisis what you wanted.”

“1 saw you talking to the King and Queen and | realized...I
mean, it really struck me...that they’re your parents. You are a
prince. The prince.” Dexter shook his head. “1 always knew it,
but | didn't really understand it until just now. And...it...it
wasjust too much.”

Leo shook hishead. “1 don’t...why does that matter now?’

“It's so normal for you. | don't really know how to explain
why it matters now. But...maybeit’ sbest if | don’t meet them.
Maybe it's best if | just stay...your secret. | could live at the
hunting lodge. Y ou could come visit me. That’ll work.”

“That won't work. | don’t want to just...lock you away. |
can't do that. If | do...” Leo shook his head. “1 need you with
me, Dexter. These past three weeks have been the best weeks
of my life. Nobody in that court could possibly give me what
you do. Nobody.”

“That's not going to matter to them.”

“Itis.” Leo dropped down his knees, unmindful of the way
the dirt clung to his pants. “You think they don’t care about
what you do for me? And to me?’

“No.” Dexter pulled his knees up to his chest. “I don't
belong there. And if you would just think about it, then you
would redlizeit, too.”

“Then we'll leave together.”
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“What are you talking about?’

“We'll go someplace where nobody knows who we are.
Then nobody will careif we' retogether.”

“You're talking about giving up the throne.”

Leo tilted his head. “Yes, | am. The throne never made me
happy. The crown never made me happy. But you do.” He
took Dexter's hand, cupping it between his pams. “Please
believe me, Dexter. Please.”

“1 do believe you.” Dexter swallowed hard.

“Then trust me.”

“1 don’t want to go back there,” he admitted.

Leo leaned closer, worried that if he gave Dexter just an
inch, Dexter would try to flee again. “Just stay by my side,
then. Hold my hand.”

“Can’t we just go back to the hunting lodge? Just for a
little bit longer?’

“Yes. If you want to.”

Dexter smiled, though it was with atouch of sadness. “No,
we can't do that. | know you’'re worried about the Queen. Y ou
should be here with her.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Of course.” He cupped the side of Leo’'s face, gently
drawing him closer. “I'm sorry. Did | worry you?’

“A little”

“Did | embarrassyou?’

“No.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Don’'t be,” Leo murmured just before his mouth touched
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Dexter's. He haf-expected to feel Dexter's anxiety, but he
was open and receptive to the caress. After a few moments, it
became clear he was more than receptive. The kiss had a
desperate edge, like Dexter was a little afraid this would be
their final kiss.

“Let’s go back to the castle,” Leo said against his mouth.
“It reeks here.”

“1 like that you came and knelt in the dirt for me.”

“It wastheleast | can do.”

“You're going to smell like abarn animal. That's not very
princely.”

Leo smiled. “I guessthat meansit’s bath time.”

“Leopold!”

Despite his earlier comforting words, Leo jumped back as
though he had been scalded. Dexter immediately pushed
himself to his feet, and tried to bow, but the attempt was
clumsy. And unseen. King William’'s attention was entirely
focused on his son.

“What do you think you are doing?’ William demanded.

“You ran out of the royal court in order to roll in the mud
with some peasant?’

“Your magjesty..."

“Y ou have embarrassed the entire court.” The King's face
was red, amost purple, and hot shame trickled down Leo's
back. Not at anything he had done—he was not ashamed of
Dexter—but he didn't like to anger his father. The King rarely
lost histemper with Leo.
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“Father...”

“Who isthis?’

Dexter bowed again. “Y our mgjesty, I'm...”

“Was | addressing you?' The King snapped.

Dexter visibly shrunk, stepping back and slumping his
shoulders.

“This is Dexter,” Leo said softly. “The young man |
wanted to introduce you to.”

“The young man who left without asking permission?’

Dexter opened his mouth, but Leo caught his eye and
dlightly shook his head. Dexter shrank back again. Leo acted
without thought, reaching out for Dexter’sarm.

“He left without asking because he was a little
overwhelmed. He meant no offense.”

“Well, he caused offense,” the King said gruffly. “Leave
him here. Where he belongs.”

Dexter tried to pull free, but Leo tightened his grip. His
fingers were dick around Dexter's hand, but his hold was
firm. “He belongs with me. | won't be returning to the Court
without him.”

“The Queen demands an audience.”

Leo swallowed. His mother didn't demand an audience
from him. She requested his company. She sought him out.
But she didn’t treat him like a servant or a commoner. It was
possible she hadn’t used those words at all—or requested to
see him—but Leo didn’'t want to take that chance and issue a
refusal.

“Then my mother will have the opportunity to meet
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Dexter, aswell. I'm not going to leave him behind.”

Thefirm set of the King's jaw told Leo he should just give
in. William wasn't just stubborn—he could not be disobeyed.
Leo had no real chance of winning this one, but even as that
certainty set in, Dexter squeezed hisfingers.

“Leo, let me...”

“Your majesty!” Jax raised toward them, his long legs
flying over the ground, the hat long since knocked from his
head, alowing his hair to blow free in the wind. “Sir! It's the
Queen.”

At those three words, both William and Leo forgot that
Dexter was even standing there.

“Speak quick, man. What is wrong with her?” William
demanded.

“She collapsed, sir.” Jax stood still and respectfully, but
his eyes were frantic and a slash of red colored his cheeks.
“After you left, sir.”

“Collapsed?’

The King's gaze jumped to Leo’'s. They shared a frantic
glance, and then both of them were running.
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CHAPTER Y

Leo was young, but William was terrified. He had never
seen his father move so quickly—and a part of him understood
that this was what his father had looked like as a young man.
A young man in love with his beautiful Queen. A lump lodged
in histhroat, making it more difficult to breathe. He had never
doubted the love between his parents. He just hoped that he
wasn't the reason his mother’s illness had taken a horrible
turn.

Behind him, he heard Dexter racing after them, and Thor's
heavy pants. He knew for a fact that Dexter could run faster
than both of them—especially since his clothes were far less
restrictive. But he hung back at a respectful distance. Leo only
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hoped that once they reached the castle’ s heavy doors, Dexter
wouldn’'t keep running right by the building. Because this
time, Leo couldn’t give chase. And they both knew it.

Jax held the doors open for them when they reached the
castle, allowing both the King and his son to race to the foot of
the throne, where Celeste was still on the floor. Kipling,
Celeste’s persona physician, crouched over her, his small,
squirrely face creased with a deep frown, his shrewd eyes
thoughtful and, L eo thought, more than alittle fearful.

“What happened?” The King demanded, his voice
bellowing over the crowd.

“She stood to follow after you left, but she didn’t even take
astep.”

“Isshestill...”

“She'sdive,” Kipling said softly. But not for much longer .

Leo dropped to his knees and took her hand. “Mama?’ It
was disrespectful to address her that way, especialy since he
was a grown man and not a child, but Leo didn't care.
“Mama? Please, wake up.”

“She needs air,” William said. “We need to get her to her
chambers. Maybe she needs to be bled.” He didn’t sound like
royalty. He sounded like a scared, and confused, old man.

“No,” Leo said, bringing her hand up to his mouth. Her
skin was thin and cool, and her pulse thready against his
fingers. “No, don’t do that.”

“Who do you think you are?’ William asked, more than a
littlecoldly.

“She hated it,” Leo snapped, tears stinging the corners of
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hiseyes. “ She hated it. It scared her.”

“1 think I’ ve got to,” Kipling said.

“You touch her with a knife, and I'll drive it through your
throat,” Leo warned. The edge in his voice forced Kipling
back, but Leo till pulled Celeste’ s prone body closer, hugging
her to his chest. “Mama? Mama, please, wake up.”

“Get all of these people out of here. Jax? Get them all out.
Everybody,” the King demanded.

Jax didn’t need to do anything at all. Leo could hear them
shuffling out, their murmurings subdued as cloth whispered
against cloth. Leo's mouth tasted bitter—his tongue felt
swollen and his throat dry.

“Mama...please.”

“Your highness, please allow me to take her majesty to her
chambers,” Kipling implored. “She'll be far more comfortable
there.”

Leo glared daggers at the man. This was his fault. He had
only one job in the entire world. And he'd failed at it. He
hoped the King would make sure this charlatan was punished
appropriately, and if he didn’t, then Leo definitely would.

“Son, he' sright.”

“I'll take her.” Leo gathered her in his arms and
straightened, horrified to realize just how light she was. Even
with the heavy garments, she felt no heavier than a cat. Had
she always been this dight? Had she lost weight while he was
away? He shouldn’t have left her. He never should have left
her. She needed him.

Her lady-in-waiting, Amelia, led the way to her chambers.
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Had she come clean about the blood to Kipling or the King? If
not, he would see to it that she was charged with treason, and
her head could join Kipling's on the pikes outside the castle
walls.

Leo set her on the bed gently, and her eyes didn't even
flutter as he transferred her from his arms to the mattress. He
sat on the edge, keeping her hand folded in his. It almost felt
icy.

“She’s cold. Somebody get her more blankets.”

“Leopold, son, you've got to move so Kipling can help
her.”

“No. He did this to her. Don’t you think | know that?
Don't you understand that? It was him. And he's going to pay
for that.” Kipling's eyes widened at Leo's outburst, and that
just made him feel more violent toward the man. “You'll have
the death of the Queen on your head and your soul.”

Kipling and the King both gaped at him, and Leo felt the
vaguely like he had gone too far. Kipling hadn't made his
mother sick, after al. But that logic held no sway over him.
Hedidn't have roomin hismind, or his heart, for it.

“Your highness?’

Dexter’s voice from the corridor. It should have been
soothing, but the tentative question scraped across his nerves.
“1 don't have time for thisright now, Dexter.”

“1 know, sir, but | might have something that can help.”

Hearing such forma address from Dexter hurt in some
indefinable way. But it was the rest of the words that really
caught Leo’ s attention.
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“How?’

“It might wake her, your Highness.”

“Stop that! Come here.”

“1 don’t need to enter her chambers...”

“Come here.”

Dexter shuffled forward, his large body as small as he
could make it as he approached. He dug around in the bag that
he carried around his shoulder before offering a small, leather
pouch. “It's a mixture of herbs. All quite pungent and
stimulating. If it’ s possible to waken her at all, thiswill doit.”

“How do you know it'll work?’

His tone might have been appropriately deferential, but
Dexter met Leo's eyes with all the boldness he would have
expected from hislover. “I have a sick mother, too.”

Leo nodded and pulled the pouch open. His eyes
immediately began to water. The scent was something
unnamable and raw. It was wild and somehow reminded Leo
of the thunderstorm that had brought Dexter into his life. Leo
waved it under her nose, his bottom lip caught between his
teeth, his heart hammering.

There was no response at first, but Leo kept trying, even
though the sour-strong scent was filling the room and hanging
over their heads in a cloud. After the fourth pass under her
nose, her eyes began to flutter. By the sixth, they were open.
At the seventh, she coughed and turned her head, trying to
escape the stench.

Leo tossed the bag aside thoughtlessly and scooped his
arm under her shoulders, helping her sit up. “Mama?’
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“Leopold?’

“I"'m here. How are you feeling?’

She gave him a look of such sadness that he thought his
heart would break. Tears threatened, and this time, he knew he
wouldn’t be able to hold them back.

“Not good, son. I'm not good.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It's true. | haven't been...” She paused to cough again,
red specks of blood flying from her mouth to splatter across
her hand. “I’m glad you're here.”

“You should have sent for me. | would have come home.
Inaninstant.”

Celeste shook her head. “Y ou were where...you needed to
be.”

“Mama...”

“I just...want one...onething.”

“Name it.” He pressed his lips to her brow. It was hot to
the touch, unlike her hand. “Name it. Anything.”

“Let me see you smile. Just once...”

L eo sniffed, trying to drag back the tears that were pooling
from the corners of his eyes. “Mama...how can | smile a a
timelikethis?’

“Just once.”

He leaned forward and spoke softly, wishing that he had
walked into the court beaming from ear to ear. “1 have smiled.
Many times.”

She pulled back, looking at him with wide, if dightly
cloudy, eyes. “When?’
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“While | was away. | smiled every day. Because | met the
person | want to marry.”

“Who is she?’

L eo had been preparing himself to speak these words every
night for two weeks. But now he found them difficult to say.
He wished Dexter would step forward and relieve him of the
burden, but Dexter couldn’t do that. In that room, in that
moment, Dexter was no more than a servant.

“It's not a woman. The person who made me smile is a
man. This one.” He dragged his gaze from his mother and
gestured to Dexter to come forward. He did so, hdtingly. “His
nameis Dexter. And he's...everything.”

Celeste narrowed her eyes, trying to focus on the young
man. “Dexter?’

Dexter bowed low, but remained silent.

“He makes you smile?’

“Every day.”

“1 want to see. Please, son.”

Leo didn’'t know how he could possibly grant the Queen
her wish. Tears were flowing down his face freely, and how
could he smile when so much pain suffocated him?

Dexter bent to put his mouth next to Leo’s ear. “I love you,
and I'll never run from you again. | promise you that.”

Leo didn't know if those were the words he needed to
hear. He didn’t know if there were any words that would help
him. But the fact that Dexter was there—the fact that Dexter
was there to offer whatever support and strength he could—
touched Leo more deeply than he had anticipated.
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Leo smiled.

“Oh,” Celeste sighed. “Leo...you're so handsome. Thisis
what you wanted to tell us earlier?’

“Yes, maam.”

She cupped the side of his face, wiping away a bead of
moisture with her thumb. “Don’t let him go. Don’t ever let
him go.”

“l won't.”

“So handsome.” She brushed her damp thumb across his
mouth, tracing what remained of hissmile.

“Leopold, please excuse us. I'd like to speak to the Queen
inprivate.”

The sound of his father’s voice jolted him. He didn't want
to leave her, but he had no choice. He might be at odds with
the King, but he did not want to be the reason that William did
not say goodbye to his wife. With afinal kiss and a whispered
devotion of love, Leo stood and dragged his feet from the
chambers.

As soon as the bedroom door closed behind Dexter, Leo
turned into his arms, unable to hold back the riot of emotion.
Dexter held him tightly, his physical and emotional strength
more than enough to hold Leo up.

“I"'m sorry | snapped at you.”

Dexter squeezed him tightly. “Don’t be.”

“1 don’'t want her to be gone.”

“l know. But...the love she has for you, that's not going
anywhere.”

“1 dmost didn’t get a chance to say goodbye.”
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“But you did. And you gave her everything she ever
wanted.”

But he couldn’'t give her the one thing she needed. And
that was why he clung to Dexter for the rest of the day, and all
night aswell.
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CHAPTERS

Prince Leopold sat vigil at his mother’ s bed for three days
and three nights, waiting for her to wake again. She never did.
She expired as the sun rose on the fourth day, and Prince
Leopold had to be dragged from her side so she could be
prepared for interment. Dexter could do nothing but wait and
watch silently. He offered the best comfort he could, and
remained by his prince’ sside.

The Queen’'s family was inconsolable, weak with grief.
Dexter tried to take over Prince Leopold's duties, quietly
directing the servants and easing the pressure from the
mourning King and Prince. Every day, he expected to be sent
home. Every night, he curled against Leopold's back and tried
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to soothe himto sleep.
But he couldn't shake the feeling that his days were
numbered.

* * *

“Excuse me, Dexter, but the King has requested your
presence.”

Everything inside of him went humb at Jax’s mild words.
The twinkle in his eye that he couldn’t quite disguise didn’t
help Dexter’s anxiety. The servant would, no doubt, be quite
pleased if Dexter was kicked out of the castle—or worse. He
hoped that if the King did send him on his way, he would at
least be allowed to say goodbyeto Leo.

He followed Jax to the King's study, though he didn’t need
the servant to lead him. Over the past weeks he had become
intimately acquainted with the castle, and he knew it well.
Sometimes, he caught himself striding through the corridors
like he owned the place, and that sort of general ease seemed
arrogant at best, presumptive at worst. He didn’'t even fedl like
himself.

But the one place that Dexter had not ventured during his
stay in the roya castle was the King's private office. He
hesitated outside the door, even after Jax announced him. His
limbs were heavy. His heart was worse. But it wouldn’'t do to
keep the King waiting, so he entered the room on trembling
legs.

“Good afternoon, your majesty,” Dexter said with a deep
bow.
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“Good afternoon. Y ou may have a seat.”

Dexter didn't want to sit down. He would rather be
standing when he received his waking papers, but an
invitation was as good as an order. He sat across from the
King' s massive oak desk, feeling even more insignificant.

“I haven't had a chance to tak to you since the
Queen....passed.”

“No, sir.”

“1 understand you' ve been overstepping your bounds.”

Dexter colored. If he couldn't exchange farewells with
Leo, maybe he could sneak the prince a note. “I...1 have been
trying to help, sir.”

“By behaving as though you run the castle?’

“I'm sorry, sir.”

“Jax, to name just one person, is quite upset with you.”

“I'm sorry, sir.”

“You don't belong here.”

Don't cry. Don't cry. You're a grown man. Don't cry. “No,
sir.”

“Where do you belong? What' s the name of your village?’

“Smithton, sir.”

“And that’s where your mother lives?’

“Yes, gir.”

King William looked at him thoughtfully. Dexter tried not
to fidget. The King had aged ten years since the Queen passed.
His hair had been peppered with gray before, but now it was
amost a solid white. His skin was dotted with brown spots,
and his eyebrows were heavy with wire-like hair. There were
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wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, and they pulled his entire
face into adrooping frown.

“What's her name?’

“Judith, sir.”

“1 see. I'm familiar with Smithton. | visited there once. It's
only athree day journey from here.”

Dexter swallowed. He swalowed again. He would be
returning to the village without money or success. He' d have
nothing to show for his venture except a broken heart. Would
Leo dlow him to walk away? Or would he defy his father and
come looking for him? It was impossible to say, because Leo
had changed, too. Had grown more distant as he mourned his
mother. Maybe he would only berelieved if Dexter left.

“Yes, sir. And I'm sure that my mother misses me.” He
didn't need to add that, but he wanted to signa his
understanding. He didn’t want to prolong this.

“Yes, I'm sure she does. Especialy since you are such a
hard worker. More than a few people in this court could learn
athing or two from you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Do you have any other relativesin Smithton?’

“Um...yes, sir. My brother and his family live there. They
are seeing to my mother right now.”

“That's good. It's good she's not alone.” King William
waved his hand. “Y ou may go.”

Dexter inclined his head and stood. He walked backward
to the door. “Thank you, sir. It's been...a rea privilege and
honor to be here.”
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Once out of the office, he took a deep breath, trying to
clear his head. He didn’t think he would return to Smithton.
Not straight away. There was still a whole kingdom to
explore—and more, beyond the borders. Of course, he
understood that he could walk the length and breadth of the
entire globe and never be beyond the reach of his memories,
but he had to try.

Walking took too much energy, so he shuffled. What
would Leo do? Who would he marry? Would he accept a new
bride without argument? Had the loss of his mother sapped his
stubbornness from him?

It would be easier to go without waiting for farewells. If he
had to see Leo again, he would cry. And he redly didn’t want
to do that. That's not how he wanted Leo to remember him—
without pride, weeping like awoman.

Dexter only had a few belongings. He didn’t want to take
any of the clothes or items he had acquired during his tenure
in the castle. Would that be considered thievery? The last
thing he wanted was to be arrested. It would be a blow he
didn’t think he could withstand.

Once packed, he couldn’t leave the room. He stared at the
door, trying to imagine the world he was going back to. A
world without Leo, or the occasional shy smilethat could truly
light a room. He was till thinking about that smile when Leo
pushed the door open.

He frowned as soon as he saw Dexter's peasant clothes.
The clothes he hadn’t worn since the day he arrived in the
castle.
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“What are you doing?’

“Nothing. I'mjust...I'm going.”

“You're going? You' re going where?’

“Home, maybe. Or somewhere ese. | think that I've
outstayed my welcome.”

Leo shut the door, blocking his path. “You told me you
would never run from me.”

“I"'m not running. But your father called me into his office
and he...he told me | don't belong here. And you've
been...you've had a lot on your plate. | thought it would be
best if | just quietly followed the King's orders.”

If anything, the explanation seemed to deepen Leo’'s
confusion. “Hedidn’t tell you to leave.”

“Hedid. | heard him.”

“l don't know what you heard, but it wasn’t an order to
leave.”

“Why else would he want to speak to me?’

“He was supposed to speak to you about our marriage.”
Leo frowned. “Though now that | think about it, he's been a
bit distracted today. You may have only got half of what he
intended to tell you.”

“Our what?’

Leo took Dexter's hand and led him to the bed. Dexter
followed, numbly. He thought he should be happy, but his
system hadn’'t processed the shock. There was no room for
emotions. They sat on the bed together, Leo till gripping his
fingers.

“Dexter...that was the last thing she said to my father. She
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asked him to please keep his promise. Anybody who makes
me smile would be given to mein marriage.”

“Shedid?

Leo nodded. “And how could he deny his Queen her dying
wish?’

“So why did he ask me where | was from? And where to
find my mother?’

“He probably intends to send servantsto fetch her.”

“Sowe're...you and |...we re to be married?’

Leo gripped the back of Dexter's neck. “You want to
marry me, right?’

“Of course.”

“l1 know | haven't thanked you...but you were the only
thing that kept me sane. | need you more than I’ ve ever needed
anything.”

“What about...your heir?’

“We've been discussing the line of succession. We'll take
careof it.”

“l can't believe...l mean, | really thought he was sending
me away.”

“Even if he were, you must have realized that | wouldn’t
let you get far.”

Dexter leaned forward, his mouth ailmost touching Leo’s.
“1 was hoping you wouldn't let me get far.”

“Thank you, by the way.”

“For what?’

Leo smiled. “Everything.”

Dexter couldn’t resist kissing him then. He was convinced
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that Leo’s mouth tasted sweeter when he was smiling. Leo
parted his lips with a low moan, and a thrill chased down
Dexter’'s spine. Together they sank into the soft, welcoming
mattress, and Dexter didn't hold anything of himself back.
From that moment on, there wouldn’t be anything that didn’t
belong to Prince Leopold.

* * *

Prince Leopold and Dexter were married in the lodge that
had meant so much to them. Dexter became the Royal
Consort. He never left Leopold's side. And Leopold never |eft
him.

Dexter made Leo smile every day of their lives.
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