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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Raine


     


    Raine stood at the prow of the ship, one hand clenched tight in the rigging, cloak held snugly around him against the spray. The ship might be large, but it battled the strength of the north wind, prow rising high on each wave, then tilting sharply into the trough behind.


    The motion had the majority of the passengers huddled below the deck, but Raine sought this last small amount of freedom.


    Ahead, almost mythic in the haze of brutal weather, the city of Persis, capital of the Empire of Anrodnes, loomed large, and larger with each passing moment.


    His possible future. His doom.


    He blinked away salty wetness, unsure if it was the spray or his own emotions. He thought he had left tears behind in his own country, in the vales of green, the lush fields, and deep, mysterious jungle valleys.


    There was no way but forward, despite his despair.


    His brother had seen to that all too well.


    As though the very thought had conjured him, a hard hand grasped his shoulder, squeezing brutally until he flinched. Raine bit his lip against the pained cry that fought for release.


    “I don’t think flinging yourself overboard is the answer, Brother.” Parsul’s tone held cold mockery. “You are worth far too much for that.”


    Raine took a shuddering breath as the grip was released, though the hand remained, ready to inflict yet more pain if Raine should rebel. Raine stole a quick glance at his brother. Whereas Raine held the fine features of his late mother, with curly black hair and green eyes, Parsul was all their father, brutish, thick-boned and broad-shouldered, with a square-jawed face, thinning brown hair and dark, malicious eyes.


    “There is no hope of that, is there? Not with your hounds on my heels.” Raine gestured abruptly and with bitterness to the two large figures, standing but an arm’s length away. Since Parsul had come up with this plot and dragged them to Anrodnes, he’d had guards watching Raine constantly.


    Parsul laughed, a grating sound that made Raine grimace. He kept his gaze upon the approaching landfall, refusing to hold his brother’s gaze and see the gloating there.


    “You act as though this is such torture,” Parsul said, “yet you will be the hero of our country, your name a blessing in the temples.”


    Raine curled his lip, fingers turning white where he held the rigging. “You are too confident, Parsul. I have to be chosen. There is no surety of that. The imperial heir will have many men to choose from. He may well take another as his bondmate.”


    He could only hope for such an eventuality. Then he would not be marooned in this harsh, hostile land, a pampered toy in a tyrant’s hands. Although even being a tyrant’s plaything might be better than enduring his brother’s cruelties.


    Parsul’s hand tightened brutally, making him buckle under the pressure so that Raine tried to twist away. His brother caught him by the shirt front, jerked him close as he hung helplessly in the powerful grip, his smaller form struggling without hope of release.


    “You will play your part to perfection, or you will suffer for it. Is that clear?”


    Black spots begin to dance before Raine’s eyes as his tunic collar cut off his air. He tried to nod, his mouth opening but only a choking gasp emerged.


    His brother cast him to the deck contemptuously. He huddled there, gasping for air, head bowed. Parsul kicked him hard enough to drive him several inches across the soaked boards, but Raine hardly felt the pain through the struggle to breathe.


    “You are the key to the approval we need for our entire endeavor in Bhantan. You will be the salvation of Odenar. A small sacrifice to make in the scheme of things, given the riches and strength we stand to gain. You will seduce the imperial heir, get him to agree to my plan or I will sell your skinny ass to the nearest brothel. Am I clear?”


    Raine managed a nod this time, letting his soaked hair hang forward around his face, hiding his pain and the defiance that still smoldered like a tiny, fragile flame. All too often his tongue got him into trouble, but Parsul and his two other brothers had made it clear: he either did as they demanded with the imperial heir, or he would suffer as he never had before.


    “Good.” Parsul motioned to the guards curtly. “Get him inside. Don’t want him catching ill before the Choosing, do we?”


    Raine was hauled to his feet, almost hanging in the two guards’ grips. He did not fight. He said nothing. He had learned the futility of resistance all too well in the years of his brother’s rule.


    His brother was the High Lord of Odenar. Raine was the youngest son of the family in their far-off homeland. Since the war twenty-two years ago, Odenar was only a province of the Anrodnes Empire. Parsul had brought Raine to enter him in the Choosing, a rare event where the imperial heir selected his bondmate before he donned the imposing metal mask of the high lord emperor. Raine wanted no part of it. Like there was a choice for him. He had long ago given up hope of escaping his brother. Why dream of something impossible?


    He cast one look over his shoulder at the looming cliffs ahead before they passed below decks.


     


    * * *


     


    The docks bustled with activity, and Raine was hard pressed to stay close on his brother’s heels as they dodged cargo being loaded and unloaded. The harbormaster had sent a runner to the palace, but Parsul didn’t wish to wait. So their group was wending their way through the busy docks.


    Parsul was outraged at the lack of consideration for their entourage. No one stepped aside in respect or appeared ready to guide them to the great palace.


    Raine watched the organized chaos with wide, fascinated eyes, before glancing up at the massive fortress that loomed above them.


    Palace it might presently be, but its history as a stronghold was evident in the vast walls and dark stone towers. Built into the mountainside that sloped down to the harbor, it seemed created from the very cliff itself, strong and impregnable. As though a mighty divine hand had shaped it. A suitable home for the High Lord Emperor and the Imperial Court of the Anrodnes Empire.


    Raine shivered.


    Raine’s dark mood broke as his brother let out a startled squawk. A small smile dared to curve Raine’s lips as Parsul slipped on wet boards, flailing for a moment before he recovered his balance. Raine was swift to glance down, feigning obliviousness, but seeing Parsul brought down a notch or two lifted his spirits.


    He felt Parsul’s fierce gaze on him, judging whether or not Raine had seen his near fall, searching for the slightest smile or amusement on his face. Raine kept his eyes averted, and his expression like stone until Parsul looked away again.


    They made it to the end of the dock without further mishap, and it was there that a young man stepped forward and bowed. “Lord Parsul of Odenar?”


    Raine’s brother straightened, satisfaction radiating. “I am.”


    “Welcome, Lord Parsul. The empire is honored to have such distinguished guests. My name is Isnay Mretom. I have been sent by the Seneschal to greet you and bring you and your people to the palace.” He peered past Parsul and smiled. “This must be the candidate? Lord Raine?”


    Parsul put a hand behind Raine and pushed him forward with unnecessary force, almost causing his younger brother to stumble. Raine caught himself, gathering his tattered dignity and bowed in return to the newcomer.


    “I am Lord Raine,” he affirmed. Even in his nervousness, he could literally feel that this man was gentle, thanking his odd ability to sense intent. It came in useful at times like these.


    “Good, good. You are the last one on the list to arrive.” He cupped a hand around Raine’s elbow and urged him toward an ornate carriage that waited to the left. “I know Odenar is the farthest away from us, and there was some news of a storm that went through the area. I am glad for your safe arrival.”


    The cheerful chatter was a balm to Raine’s nerves, along with the sudden realization that Parsul could not openly abuse him with such a witness present. Along with that was the dawning realization that if he stayed here as the Chosen of the heir, he would be free of his brother. Parsul would eventually have to return to Odenar.


    What before had seemed exile, now seemed a chance, slim though it might be, for a second life.


    His chin came up, his eyes brightened.


    Perhaps this would not be quite the horror he had originally envisioned. For the first time in a long while, he felt a glimmer of hope. If he played things right, he could finally be free…


    The chance of success was slim, but it was more hope than he had held in a very long time.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TWO


     


    Raine


     


    It was far into the evening, long after supper had been served. The guests milled round, some passing the time with conversation and laughter, others with a more practical concept: checking out the competition. Raine lingered nervously with the Odenar retinue, feeling as though a hundred eyes were upon him.


    His brother twirled the stem of a wineglass as he viewed the room with narrowed eyes.


    “If the emperor only wants a pretty face, you would win above any here, but it is said he values intelligence, personality, and talent.” His glance at Raine was scathing. “None of which you possess. It will come down to you making yourself noticeable, sexually available. The best we can work with.”


    Raine gritted his teeth, eyes fixed upon the ornate marble floor. He could not refute the words, much as he wished to. He did not count himself intelligent, his personality was vague at best and downright scattered at worst, and talent… What talent did he possess?


    None that stood out. His passion was history, architecture. Other people saw those as dry, boring. The other candidates seemed so much more accomplished. There was a famous dancer, a well-known painter, and a published poet among many. Listening to the conversations around him, he heard that there was a healer of high repute, a mage of considerable power, and a prince from the northernmost territory. Raine? What did he have to offer the heir to the empire?


    Tomorrow was the first division of the candidates. Of the forty-eight presently here, the number would be halved, twenty-four would go on. Within a week that would be halved again. The chances of him making it even past this first hurdle were abysmally thin.


    “Candidates!” The call muted all conversation as people turned to view the man standing in the ornate doorway that led past the great hall.


    Flanked by two large and formidable armored guards, the man held paper in his hands. The cultured voice, crisp with the northern accent, held a brisk, no-nonsense tone. “I will call you by name, and you will pass within the emperor’s private hall. No retinue, family, or companions will be allowed within.”


    Without delay, he began to call out name by name in alphabetical order.


    Parsul gripped Raine’s elbow painfully, leaning close to hiss in his ear. “Play this well, little brother, or I will see you pay.”


    “Lord Raine Yoldis of Odenar.”


    Raine felt the press of eyes from all over the room, and he straightened, shaking off Parsul’s grip with a sharp sense of glee. For this time, at least, he would be free. Head held high, he made his way across the vastness of the hall. At least he had the ability, long honed, of keeping a calm, expressionless mask in place.


    The man nodded to him, marked off his name, and one of the guards gestured that he should proceed through the door.


    The others who had preceded him were milling around in confusion, some in groups, others alone.


    Raine glanced around the space, awed by the sheer beauty of the hall. Much smaller than the great hall outside, it held design elements that caught his eye. In complete fascination, he walked to the nearest pillar, laying gentle fingers upon the black marble. There was no way to tell its age, but the palace itself was rumored to be several thousand years old. His attention veered to the floor, made of mosaic panels with incredible detail. He squatted down, viewing each panel with ever-increasing interest. It became evident the panels told stories, history most likely, most martial in nature. There were several depictions of an armored man surrounded by luminous blue light, the legendary “magic” of the emperors.


    Raine’s people held no such magic, and having never encountered such a thing, he was somewhat skeptical of the truth of the matter. He was extremely careful to keep that disbelief to himself. Odenar, a conquered country, was beholden to the Anrodnes Empire for its very existence. Those who showed the smallest resistance or rebellion found themselves hunted by the Shadows, the emperor’s ever-loyal bodyguards. More than one rebellious country had discovered the Anrodnes Empire’s wrath, and the others learned swiftly what was and was not accepted. Although Odenar was an imperial territory far from the capital city, and they had not felt the weight of the empire’s control for many years.


    For the most part, the empire was content to leave the lands they had conquered to their own devices, their own culture and way of life, imposing laws and taking taxes, but allowing each to have its own court of vassals under the emperor’s control. Therefore there was an uneasy, but mostly peaceful coexistence. If you did not rouse the dragon, you could go about your life with minimal concern.


    Raine ran a slender finger over the portrayal of blue light, wondering…


    Rising back to his feet, he ignored curious stares from the others. His behavior was being noted and commented on, as it was back at home. He always seemed to stand out in ways that brought him negative attention.


    He wandered here and there through the hall, viewing art and sculpture and ignoring the other candidates. People held little interest to him, except perhaps for their potential as adversaries.


    Conversations rose and fell around him, some voices filled with nervousness, some with arrogant certainty. Some men stayed silent, merely watching cautiously, circling the others in a mirror image of Raine.


    Raine knew that he might not have any hope of being chosen, but at least he had experienced this wondrous room in this amazing palace. This was a place he knew he would be walking in his dreams as his mind reveled in the memories he was making right now.


    He would never forget these awe-inducing sights and for that little miracle, if nothing else, he was grateful.


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Second Prince Zaran stood in silence, watching the candidates through the ornate screen with intense, cold judgment. Naral, the head of palace security and the Imperial Heir Taldan's closest friend, stood beside him, pen in hand, silent.


    Within moments, Zaran had picked out several unsuitable candidates, and Naral wrote them down with patient precision.


    It took them a mere half hour to complete the list of the first twenty-four to be disqualified.


    The sheer foolishness of this ancient custom grated on Zaran’s nerves, but he cast it aside, as he always tried to do whenever emotion rose to the surface. Emotion led to all manner of mistakes, for a wide variety of reasons. Anrodnes’s history was littered with the examples of what emotion was capable of doing to a strong, otherwise logical man.


    His older brother, Taldan, so perfect an example of what a leader should be, had taught him well, and he longed to emulate him enough to gain their father’s approval.


    Their father, the emperor, hidden behind the metal mask that denoted his divinity, showed nothing. It could not be discerned what he was thinking, feeling. By strict tradition, the emperor was kept separate from much of the imperial court, but perhaps now that he was stepping aside for Taldan to take his place, things would change.


    Or perhaps that was another foolish dream. Soon Taldan would wear their father’s mask. Would it make him as distant and cold?


    Zaran’s grandfather had been the one to see that raw emotions could not be allowed to interfere with the glory that was the Anrodnes Empire. He himself had used a lack of emotion to his advantage, had doubled the size of the empire and brought rebellious provinces to heel with cold, brutal efficiency.


    He had taught their father, Emperor Demarin, harsh lessons, lessons that had been given in full to both Taldan and Zaran, but now, a grown man, Zaran tried to be grateful for those lessons.


    Taldan had decided to abide by this ludicrous custom of choosing a bondmate before he received the magic of the Illumitae, since it was expected, and in the end, it would have no effect on him. Nothing ever did. As the second prince, Zaran had his role to play in this farce, and for his beloved brother, he would gladly waste his time to ensure that the best candidate was chosen. Once that distasteful task was complete, Zaran could return to all that he counted as important, while Taldan, the heir, soon to ascend the throne upon their father’s retirement, could immerse himself in his studies, his gathering of knowledge.


    That was his brother’s power.


    Zaran mused on his brother as he watched the men below. Others believed the imperial heir to be more than human, beyond any normal judgment. Zaran knew better. Taldan had an utterly ruthless nature, but then, he had found that once you discounted emotional responses, decisions were amazingly simple, pared down to logic.


    They had both been taught well.


    Like Taldan, Zaran had struggled against the burden of emotion when he was younger, but with time, and training, he had finally gained a strength of mind to move beyond such a useless concept.


    There were times when he faltered, let feelings through… He shook his head at the thought. Now this Choosing was a task to fulfill, in his brother’s name. He would not fail his brother. He would help find Taldan a Chosen who would bring honor and strength and talent to the imperial court, who would increase the glory of the empire.


    But so far he wasn’t impressed. There were artists and soft courtiers and the sons of rich merchants. Perhaps the strongest of them was a mage who glanced around the room with an imperious gaze. He shook his head, his gaze falling on one candidate who was busy staring at the mosaics on the floor as if they were the most impressive things he’d ever seen. How odd. The young man was handsome enough, with curly black hair and intensely green eyes. There was something alluring about that particular candidate, although perhaps he didn’t have the obvious confidence to stand as the Chosen of the soon-to-be emperor. He seemed as lost in his own mind as Taldan often was…


    He shook his head and returned his attention to the few he thought might have a chance.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER THREE


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan wrote out another phrase, frowning over the wording. His medical treatise on the effects of trauma to the brain was almost finished. A few more weeks of re-writing and it would be complete.


    Of all the times for the Choosing to take place…


    He cast aside the merest niggle of annoyance. He held greater control than that.


    The announcement by his father of his impending retirement had been vexing, causing a ripple of emotion that Taldan did not wish to admit to. Before that, he’d had more time to himself, precious time to explore all the possibilities of the world around him. How things worked, why they worked. Science, politics, biology, psychology—all of it called to him.


    Indeed, the calling was so strong that he held no concept of his physical body. If it were not for the only two people he trusted implicitly—his brother Zaran and Naral, his companion from childhood who was now the head of the capital city’s security—then he would be far less healthy than he was. It was an imbalance that frustrated him.


    Balance was what he sought. In mind, body, and soul, so that he was in complete control of himself.


    Yet, his body was consistently ignored, not with intent, but with the fact that his mind ranged far, far ahead of it, and it was difficult to return to the base needs that governed his flesh.


    His goal was for the Anrodnes Empire to be the pinnacle of civilization, a gem among all countries, an example of what could be reached with the proper leadership and control and learning.


    He could not understand the foolishness of those lands that governed themselves by the voice of the people. He had never seen such a group that voted with anything but their own ego and therefore led to an unwieldy, time-wasting system that weakened the country as a whole.


    Those who had openly worked against Anrodnes in the past had been just such democracies. The idiocy that had convinced them to rise up against a powerful neighbor was lost in time, but their lands had done much better after being subsumed by Anrodnes. Their leadership now held no weaknesses, with their rulers chosen by Anrodnes’s royalty to pare them into efficiency. Their economies were strong, the people were looked after, medical aid was freely available and disease and poverty were almost completely eradicated.


    The “almost” part of that was what drove him into studying medicine as well.


    There were new discoveries to be found, ways of healing that were presently unavailable purely because of ignorance. With time and money devoted to people in the medical field who held the same views as he did, so much could be achieved.


    There was no need for suffering.


    Conversely, he was completely on board with forcing shortsighted fools into compliance.


    It was for the good of all. The military might of Anrodnes led to peace in the end, willingly or not.


    It was the way of things. Always had been. He followed in the footsteps of his father and a vast array of ancestors that stretched back into antiquity. Their biographies had been instrumental in his own growth as he learned by their mistakes and stepped beyond what they had known.


    Under his guidance, the empire would be seen as perfect by its citizens and by the lands beyond its borders.


    At this moment, his brother Zaran would be making the initial decisions regarding the Choosing. His brow twitched, and he smoothed it with a finger, chasing away the emotions behind it. His brother was a blessing. He was Taldan’s right hand, his rock. Even though Zaran was five years younger, he was steady and focused, even if he was more prone to emotion than Taldan approved of.


    Give him time and he would no doubt gain the sort of emotional distance that Taldan had mastered.


    He crossed out a word in his treatise and substituted another, trying to keep his mind from the distraction of the Choosing. Usually he had more control over his mind than this.


    This Choosing was pure foolishness, and it grated that he could not simply order it away. Tradition was a powerful thing, and there were times that he could not protest ceremonies that his ancestors had put into play. They seemed to be important to his people in some fashion he could not comprehend. Naral had tried to explain the matter numerous times, but Taldan was content to label it as inexplicable but needed.


    So he had acquiesced to the farce, with the full intent of giving his new consort/bondmate over to Naral’s care. The man would be simply part of the household, and there was no need for Taldan to have anything more to do with him.


    Ceremony over. Problem solved. He could remain focused on reshaping the empire into a beacon to be admired by the rest of the world…


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    “Lord Raine Yoldis?”


    Raine jerked back to the present, tearing his attention from the book he had taken from the shelves. He leaped to his feet from where he had been sitting with his back against a wall, face flushing as he hastily closed the book and held it out to the man in fine court clothing who stood before him.


    “I’m so sorry. I touched it without permission and…”


    The man gently accepted the tome with a raised brow, and the cold calm that characterized his expression eased into something less distant.


    “There is no harm done. The books upon the shelves in the hall are there for exactly this purpose, so that guests may be entertained if need be.” Light brown eyes fell upon the title, and the brow inched higher. “This is a weighty subject.” His glance back at Raine was skeptical. “Ancient building methods?”


    There was a wariness in the depths of the man’s expression. Raine suddenly realized that this would appear as though he were attempting to use the treatise to attract the imperial prince, who was noted for the subject and had published several books on the matter, including the one that had pulled Raine into the pages within moments of opening the cover.


    His flush deepened, and he took a step back, brushing at his clothing in an attempt to gather his frantic thoughts. How could he have been so foolish as to forget his purpose, to give in to his ever-present curiosity? Curiosity that had always been met by punishment and derision.


    “It’s a subject that I personally have always been fascinated by,” Raine said quickly. “I have made notes of Odenar’s methods from the little we have in our libraries. I think the imperial prince knows more about our history that we do.”


    He tried to smile, but it came out more a grimace, and the man’s expression cooled further.


    “I’m sure. His Highness, soon to be emperor, is a noted authority on the subject. A fact known by all.”


    The implication was clear.


    Raine wanted to sink through the floor. He chanced a glance around the hall, mortified to realize that all the other candidates were gone and that servants were cleaning the space with efficiency.


    “I apologize…” He cut off his words abruptly, realizing there was absolutely no way to correct this impression that he had unwittingly given. His heart sank as he realized that this ensured that his name would be announced the following morning as one of those who had been rejected.


    His face paled at the thought of his brother’s reaction. Parsul would be furious.


    He drew a shuddering breath and gave a brief bow to the man before him, though he had no idea of his rank. The courtier was average height, with a wide chest and the thick thighs of a horseman. His rich clothes showed that he was someone important at the court. Clearest of all was the impression that Raine was receiving strongly from him. Suspicion, dislike, protectiveness were clearly projected.


    “May I have someone show me where my room is, please? I’m obviously in the way here.” He cast a chastened glance at the servants, hoping they were not aware of his foolish actions. How they must have viewed him, curled up against the wall and oblivious to the world…


    The man stayed silent for a moment, eyes narrowed, then gestured for Isnay, the courtier who had been standing off to the side, watching the exchange.


    Waiting for Raine.


    He closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you,” he murmured softly.


    “Lord Naral.” The man’s abrupt introduction shook him out of his introspection. “Head of security for Persis and companion to the High Prince.”


    Wonderful. That name capped the moment, compounding Raine’s sense of failure. The heir’s companion. How much worse could the moment get?


    “Here.” Lord Naral offered the book back, his lips twisted into something perilously close to derision. “It might help relieve your boredom.”


    Raine swallowed with difficulty but reached out for the precious book, unable to resist. If this was the only time he got to study the heir’s personal works… Even if it meant he had lost an opportunity for freedom, for this night at least, he would soak in the knowledge with bittersweet enjoyment.


    He cradled the tome before nodding respectfully, turning to follow the man in silence. There was nothing left to say.


    Soon Raine arrived at his room, Isnay gesturing him in before following behind.


    He drew a shuddering breath when he realized the room was empty. The relief he felt almost sent him to his knees.


    He turned back to face Isnay. “My brother?”


    “The candidates have their own rooms. You will see your brother at the morning meal.” There was a watchful intelligence in those beautiful hazel eyes. There was an empathy in their depths that gave Raine a modicum of strength.


    “Ah, my thanks, Isnay. I apologize for making you wait in the hall. If needed, please interrupt me at any time. It is a great failing of mine that I get lost in the pages of books.”


    “There is no apology necessary, my lord. The heir himself has the same affliction, so we are quite at ease with such things.”


    Raine felt a surge of relief, followed by a sliver of regret. Perhaps the future emperor would have understood him as his own family did not. The culture in Odenar was not geared to the pursuit of creativity. Practicality was revered, demanded. All else was dismissed as unimportant, even wasteful.


    What would it have been like to live here, bound to someone who had made the pursuit of all knowledge their very life’s work?


    Isnay bowed. “Sleep well, my lord. I will come in the morning to wake you and see you to the meal.”


    Raine nodded, thanked him, but knew there would be no sleep that night. After all, he had to face the morning, and Parsul’s discovery of his failure, all too soon.


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Lord Naral opened the door to the private room that overlooked the hall. Zaran turned from the ornate screen that let him watch and overhear everything below and raised a silent brow at him as he stormed inside. He had witnessed all that had just happened between Naral and the young candidate from Odenar.


    “I want to believe he did it deliberately.” Naral’s tone was annoyed, his suspicious nature showing clearly.


    Zaran carefully hid a burst of amusement. Since childhood, Naral had been at Taldan and Zaran’s side, seen all the devices and maneuvering that people employed to gain favor with the future emperor. He knew that Naral’s own parents, warm and loving, had ill-prepared him for the deviousness and darkness that was the imperial court.


    Now he had trouble seeing the good in anyone. His experience was telling him one thing, while his instincts, long honed in the protection of the princes, were telling him something entirely different.


    “His shock at your interruption seemed genuine.” Zaran stated the facts with calm precision. “I saw the moment he realized that you thought his actions deliberate and calculated. His devastation was evident.”


    “He is either a consummate actor or disturbingly genuine,” Naral growled, pacing the space with impatient strides.


    “Should we add him to the list of those who will leave? We could add one of the others back on the list to stay.”


    Naral spun on his heel, frustration evident. “We have to get this right. I fear the consequences if we let someone in who has ulterior motives.”


    Zaran could barely suppress a snort. “Don’t they all? I think it impossible to choose one who is thinking of my brother with anything but greed. I had hoped to find one who would bring some good to Taldan and the empire…but I don’t know. Perhaps we can only attempt to limit the damage and ensure that whoever is chosen has no power to create trouble in the future. Besides, we know that Taldan will have nothing to do with his Chosen anyway beyond the initial ceremonies. He has Hredeen in the harem for those times he actually pulls his mind from his studies…”


    Naral drew to a halt, sighed and ran a hand through his hair, tousling it dreadfully, completely destroying his usually immaculate demeanor. “What do you think we should do? This is your decision in the end.”


    Zaran cocked his head, a mannerism he wished he could cure himself of. Only with Naral did he feel completely safe enough to expose even this small facet of personality. In all things, at all other times, he must be the perfect son to the emperor, the perfect brother to the imperial prince.


    “Your input is vital in this, Naral. I trust your judgment utterly.” It was no small compliment and only the truth.


    Naral flushed, ducking his head for a moment, a strange vulnerability evident for a split second before he drew a sharp breath and sent a grin Zaran’s way. “I’m in good company then. The only other judgment you believe in is Taldan’s.”


    Zaran took note of the absence of the emperor’s name on that list but said nothing. It was difficult to trust a father who would throw him to the wolves if it led to the betterment of the empire. Although Taldan continuously tried to emulate their father in his successful leadership, Zaran knew, deep in some mystical part of himself, that his brother would not betray him. There was a link between them that their father, as an only child, had never had.


    It was a chink in Taldan’s armor that Zaran protected fiercely. No one would ever use that against him, not while Zaran lived.


    It was a sign that Zaran was not completely the cold, emotionless being that his father prized.


    There were times he could not regret that.


    “Let’s look at the list again.”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FOUR


     


    Zaran


     


    Prince Zaran entered the vast hall where breakfast would be served, Lord Naral on his heels, his presence announced by the guards.


    The look of disappointment on the faces of the candidates as they leaped to their feet was almost amusing.


    Did they truly believe that the imperial heir would have personally attended at this stage?


    No doubt that they hoped to at least glimpse the infamous Taldan. Few beyond the borders of Anrodnes had ever met him. The emperor himself, as isolated as he might be, was more accessible than the heir, who often seemed more myth than man.


    Zaran liked it that way. It meant that he could protect Taldan more easily, limit the number of people that his brother had to deal with. He was sure the Shadows, the highly trained bodyguards who watched over the emperor and the imperial prince, felt the same.


    Protecting his brother was one duty that Zaran performed gladly. He had never gloried in isolation like his elder sibling. It gave him a duty and purpose that he would have lacked as the youngest son.


    It also gave him power over those who would think to use his brother in some fashion. They had to go through him to even gain Taldan’s attention. Fools that they were, they usually believed that Zaran was too young, too inexperienced to see through their machinations.


    His gaze hardened. They had learned that he was incorruptible when it came to his brother and the empire itself. With the aid of the Shadows, he had discovered more than one assassination plot aimed at his father and brother. Now, despite his youth, he worked closely with the security forces that were led by Naral, and he took the responsibility with deadly seriousness.


    His orders for the executions of those who threatened his brother did not disturb his sleep in the slightest.


    He seated himself with aplomb, Naral sliding into the chair on his right in the place of greatest honor.


    The candidates seated themselves, followed by their families or companions at the next table.


    The food was served swiftly and efficiently, eaten in an eerie silence within the massive room, the only sound the clink of silverware and the soft inquiries of the servants as they ensured that everyone had the food and drink they desired.


    Prince Zaran let his gaze rove over the candidates, many of the men attempting to catch his eye, smiling or giving coy looks.


    Did they think that he was going to give them a try? Use them sexually to determine whether they would suit his brother?


    Disgust flickered through his thoughts before he pushed it aside. His calm dispassion returned, his perusal continuing.


    Near the end of the table, he caught sight of the younger Lord Raine Yoldis picking at his food, face expressionless but body taut with evident tension. He did not try to even glance at Zaran. Instead, his glance would occasionally slide toward where his brother was seated, further down the hall.


    When their gazes would lock, the elder brother’s look was one of clear warning, a darkness within the expression that made a shiver run down Zaran’s back. He would not trust that man in the slightest degree. Which was a bit alarming, as Lord Parsul—if his memory served—was the ruler of Odenar, vassal to the empire.


    He took a sip of wine, letting his gaze return to the young Yoldis, Lord Raine. Had the apple fallen far from the tree? If the older brother was the malicious egoist that Zaran was detecting, then where did Raine’s personality lie? Earlier he had seemed lost in the book he’d been reading…but was that simply a ruse?


    Zaran caught the edge of fear in the candidate’s eyes before the young man looked back to his plate, a subtle defiance in the set of his shoulders.


    Interesting.


    He took his time eating, long past when the candidates had finished. Nothing could be done until he was ready, and it amused him in some hidden corner of his psyche to ensure they felt his power and that they had no say in what would happen.


    One of them would be the Chosen, and it was best that person understood their place now.


    He could feel Naral’s amusement next to him as the companion sat back, savoring the wine with the air of a man who had all day at his disposal. He would back anything Zaran chose to do, always had. He might be older than Prince Zaran, but he was clear in his respect and affection, something that Zaran treasured more than he could ever display publicly.


    At last, he sat back, and he felt the attention of the candidates sharpen, could almost feel their intense gazes upon him, waiting…


    He waved a languid hand, and Naral stood, the faint amusement gone as though it had never existed.


    With a blank, calm expression, Naral began to read out the names of those who would stay. Looks of relief and triumph dominated the candidates who had made the cut. The tension rose as each one was called, the chances dwindling name by name.


    Zaran glanced down the table, back to the young Yoldis, Lord Raine. The man was fiddling with his silverware, eyes closed tightly, body half turned away from the lower table where his brother was seated. The posture was telling.


    The way he did not react to the names being called made it evident he did not expect to be one of those chosen for the second, more important round of candidates.


    “Lord Raine Yoldis.”


    Zaran saw the young man freeze before his eyes went wide and he gaped in clear disbelief at Naral, who met his gaze with calm dispassion.


    For a few moments, Zaran was sure the Yoldis candidate would pass out as he paled, then flushed. Then he seemed to master himself with an inner strength that Zaran could admire, his head rising, drawing a deep, calming breath, his face falling into expressionless neutrality.


    It seemed that Raine had been trained along the same lines as Zaran and Taldan had.


    Zaran’s speculative gaze moved to Lord Parsul, and he wondered how much of that control had been taught with a fist.


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    After the breakfast was over, the twenty-four remaining candidates were ushered back into the emperor’s private hall. Chairs were arranged in a circle, and Lord Naral took his place upon one of them, gesturing the milling candidates to seat themselves. There was a general rush to do so, a bit of jostling as they maneuvered to be closer to Naral as though proximity were a sign of favor.


    It was all Naral could do not to roll his eyes.


    He took silent note that the Yoldis candidate hung back, letting the others posture, letting the ruckus settle, before he quietly took the final seat, settling himself and meeting Naral’s eyes with a calm blankness.


    Naral almost smiled but bit it back before it could surface. He was still not sure they should have kept him as a candidate, but he had been more suitable than those that he and Zaran had refused. There was a chance Raine had been genuine last night out in the hall with the book he’d been reading. It remained to be seen how this would work out, but he would keep a sharp eye on Raine personally.


    “As you know, forty-eight candidates arrived,” Naral announced. “They were all considered. Now twenty-four of you remain. You will be here for one week. After that week, twelve of you will be chosen to remain. A week after, that number will be down to six. The Chosen will be picked from those six. Second Imperial Prince Zaran will be watching. He will speak to each of you at some point during this week, so we expect you to be available at any time for such a meeting. Other than that, you are free to wander the grounds, under the supervision of your individual liaisons. Those liaisons will indicate where you may go and where is forbidden. I advise you to listen well, for any action that paints you in a negative light will see your name crossed off the current list and you will be sent back home swiftly. Is that clear?”


    There were nods all round, though a few looked faintly mutinous, most likely those who’d had few restraints in their life and were used to their wills being paramount.


    His lips twisted.


    They would learn.


    One of the candidates, a prince from the Northern provinces, raised a languid hand, looking faintly annoyed. “When are we going to be meeting First Imperial Prince Taldan?”


    Many others nodded at the question.


    “His Imperial Highness is a busy man. His time is at a premium. It is unlikely that he will have anything to do with this process until the final six are chosen.”


    The prince rose to his feet, jaw clenched. “That is ridiculous. If I am to be his bondmate, how can he not at least meet me so I am not cut before he learns how suitable I am for him?”


    There were mutters of outraged agreement among the others.


    “This is the accepted process. If it is not to your taste, then you are welcome to leave at any time. It is completely your choice, but you will respect how this is done. This is traditional and no slight against anyone.” His cool stare made the prince finally take his seat, but the mulish set to the man’s jaw showed that he was not accepting this with anything approaching grace.


    Another man began to speak. Naral recognized him as a mage from one of the northern cities—a man with a sardonic smile and a gimlet gaze. “We all have faith the best of the group will be selected to serve as the heir’s Chosen. Tradition should always be respected.”


    Naral nodded slowly, somehow misliking the man’s words, even though his tone was perfectly respectful. Perhaps it was the bold tilt to his chin and the flash of confidence in the mage’s eyes. He was very different from the awkwardness of Lord Raine.


    The week should be interesting. Naral rose to his feet and tucked the papers he held under his arm. “We look forward to learning about all of you. Please, listen to your liaisons and enjoy your stay here.” He turned away, hearing conversation immediately burst out behind him.


    He took the stairs up to the viewing gallery and thankfully closed the door behind him.


    Prince Zaran was standing at the screen, hands clasped behind him, a thoughtful expression on his face as he considered the candidates below, the sound of their conversations clearly echoing upward.


    “This is wearisome.” Naral’s tone was plaintive as he flopped down into the nearest plush chair. “There are those in this group who annoy me even now. Do we have to wait a week?”


    A small smile tilted Zaran’s lips at Naral’s posturing. “We are bound to tradition, my friend. No matter how we might wish otherwise, Father will demand that we follow this to the letter.”


    Naral groaned, letting his head fall back against the chair. “I was supposed to have a break this month. Was going to the coast with some friends to get away from everything. Then your father announced his pending retirement, and my plans were quashed.” His pout was almost believable.


    “You’ll live,” Zaran murmured heartlessly. “If I have to suffer this, then so do you.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Do you want me to speak to Taldan?”


    Naral glared at him. “I had to deal with the candidates. Damn right you’re dealing with Taldan.” He rose to his feet. “I’m going to spend some time in the harem, try to forget this nonsense.”


    Prince Zaran clapped him on the shoulder as he passed. “I might join you later, but Taldan comes first.”


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    The rap on the door brought Taldan out of his thoughts, and he laid a finger upon the page, frowning. No one got past the Shadows who guarded his door unless it was important.


    “Come.”


    Zaran entered the room with an even, unhurried pace that indicated that no emergency was at hand.


    Taldan relaxed minutely.


    His brother gave a traditional gesture of touching his heart with his fingertips in greeting, bowing his head.


    “Sit,” Taldan said. “I gather this is about the Choosing.”


    Even the word left a bitter aftertaste in his mouth. Some stranger bound to him for life, all because of tradition. Matters out of his control were never welcome.


    “We narrowed it to twenty-four this morning.” His brother’s voice was light, with the faintest edge of amusement.


    Taldan glanced at him sharply, but his brother met his gaze guilelessly, calm and cool.


    “And? We have a week to endure until we can narrow it down again.” He frowned more deeply, glancing down at his work. “I am still editing the medical text. I have no time for…”


    “Naral and I are taking care of it, brother.” The surety in the tone eased Taldan’s concerns, and he relaxed further.


    “What are your impressions?” He supposed he should be involved in some fashion, even if it was distantly.


    “There are those who seem somewhat promising. Several who are bound to fail simply due to ego. One who tried to use your own book as a lever.”


    “Which book?”


    “Stone and Brick: The History of Anrodnes’s Architecture.”


    “That is somewhat advanced.” He leaned back in his chair, skepticism plain. “Did he view the pictures?”


    “Naral is suspicious of this Lord Raine Yoldis of Odenar. I am not so sure. I saw him with that book, and he was completely immersed. Didn’t even notice when the others left. He was on the floor, back against the south wall where the light is best.”


    Taldan blinked, then marked his place with a weight before reaching out to the pile of papers that denoted the information gathered on the candidates. He had not even bothered to glance through them, though Naral had made sure he had access to the information regardless.


    He flipped through the neatly written pages and withdrew the one on the Odenar candidate.


    A hand-drawn picture stared out at him, and the discomfort evident in the young man’s stance told a story of its own. This was not a man comfortable with attention.


    “He does not have the look of an egoist.”


    Zaran nodded. “I do not think he is, but his brother is a problem. Lord Parsul is the High Lord of Odenar, vassal to the empire. Abusive, I believe, by what I have seen in their interactions.”


    “So you think the brother is forcing him into this for political reasons?” Taldan felt a frisson of annoyance before he mastered the emotion. This was why he avoided interactions with others. The petty plays and foolish posturing of others was a waste of his time. “Why did you not eliminate him from the list if Naral is against him?”


    Zaran tilted his head in that familiar way of his that Taldan had never completely been able to train him out of. “There is something in his expression, something in the way he was devouring that book. He wandered the hall, examining everything, especially the mosaics on the floor, and the pillars. Touching them so gently. Even if he had been posturing, that is not something a normal person would consider. Neither of those are first and foremost in your writings.”


    Taldan nodded before glancing back to his work.


    Zaran took the hint with alacrity, standing and bowing. “I am off to the harems, brother. Naral will already be there. Are you considering visiting today? Hredeen asked about you.”


    Taldan felt the sharp desire to see his favorite concubine, but after a moment, he shook his head. “Another day. This needs to be completed. There will be a meeting of medical experts next month, and I want this distributed before it takes place.”


    Zaran nodded. “Good day, brother.”


    “Good day.”


    Within moments, his mind was fully immersed within his work. The outside world and its attendant distractions faded away. His studies were what made him happy. The Choosing remained a waste of his attention. He would allow himself only one emotion: he would be pleased when it was all finally over and done.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine was fairly sure that he had died and ended up in the place that priests spoke of, a wonder of such magnificence that the human mind could scarcely comprehend. The Persis library was simply beyond description.


    He turned in place, managing to shut his gaping jaw so that he did not look as foolish as he felt.


    “This is the main library within the royal city of Persis itself,” Isnay told him. “There are similar, if slightly smaller libraries in all major centers within Anrodnes, though I have heard that your own country of Odenar is a singular exception. The creation of such collections of knowledge being freely available to the populace was begun by the current emperor and expanded considerably by First Imperial Prince Taldan. He is a strong believer that education and access to knowledge are vital to the growth of the empire, to bring all within its borders to a level of understanding that raises us to higher beings.”


    Raine felt a surge of longing so strong that he put a fist to his chest as though it were pure pain. “You said there are colleges here, places of learning that people attend.”


    “There are. Is it not so in Odenar, my lord?” Isnay’s tone was quizzical.


    “Military schools. Schools of economy and trade. Not cultural. Not arts and creation.” Raine tried to keep his tone neutral, but the longing he felt came through despite his best efforts.


    “That is a shame. There are many who would not fit into those prescribed roles, I would imagine.” The diplomatic words made Raine grimace.


    “I do not fit. Never have. I might as well be a cuckoo dropped into another bird’s nest for all I resemble those within Odenar.”


    “Many come from other areas within Anrodnes to attend the colleges here. We have students from many walks of life, and there are even scholarships for those who cannot afford it. You would be welcome here, regardless of whether you are chosen or not.”


    Raine bit back the enthusiasm that threatened his composure. “I would give anything to do that, but…”


    “But your country wishes to use you as a bargaining tool to gain favors, my lord?” Isnay’s voice held no condemnation, only an understanding of a sort Raine had never experienced before.


    He flushed painfully, could not meet his liaison’s eyes. “I am the youngest son. There are four of us, and there is no need for me. If my brother can use me to gain control—”


    He cut the words off. It would not do for those of Anrodnes and the imperial court to realize that Odenar had intentions of invading Bhantan, its much smaller and peaceful neighbor. Raine was quite sure that the emperor would not approve of a military maneuver by one of the provinces against a foreign land that was undertaken without his approval. Raine was here to get that approval from the imperial heir, one way or another.


    Parsul was a fool to think that simply because of distance that Anrodnes would not act upon his invading a neighbor in a search for power and resources and the seizure of the valuable illenium mines. Odenar was not autonomous. It belonged to the empire.


    Raine saw the entire matter as a dangerous provocation to the empire. Parsul seemed to believe that after the fact of the invasion, that Anrodnes would accept the matter, even praise Odenar for taking the initiative and adding to the empire’s coffers by seizing the mines. Raine knew his brothers intended for Odenar to exploit the mines, skimming a share of the production to sell on the black markets, fattening their purses.


    Raine thought it was far more likely that it would be seen as a rebellion against the empire’s will. His brother was hedging his bets, hoping Raine could become the imperial heir’s Chosen and use that leverage to allow Parsul free rein at the borders of the empire.


    His cautionary words had not been taken well at all. He put a hand to his jaw, remembering the blow that had sent him to the ground. Parsul had a heavy fist, much like their late, unlamented father. But the fact that a candidate for the Choosing had been expected of Odenar only seemed to make Parsul believe that they had a chance to seduce or coerce the First Imperial Prince into providing both approval and possibly resources for the planned invasion.


    Raine was convinced that his brother had lost his mind.


    The chances of Raine being chosen were miniscule at best, and should he let anything slip, he doubted that either he or his brother would be allowed to return to their country. It was far more likely they would be seeing the inside of a prison cell.


    The empire was not noted for letting the smallest of infractions go. Somehow, he doubted that a planned invasion, along with coercing the imperial prince was going to be seen as anything less than treason.


    Isnay’s look sharpened when it became clear Raine wasn’t going to go on. “Control, my lord?”


    Raine’s cursed his ready tongue. “I believe my brother wishes to encourage greater trade with several other countries outside the empire. He thinks that I can bring Odenar better control of trade routes from the empire with the right offer of bonding.”


     That was a very twisted version of the truth, but he had no choice but to say something. He believed, in the small part of him that was still whole, that Parsul would see reason, that the invasion was a mere whim, not a plan.


    “There are many who are born into noble houses whose fate is similar. Perhaps you will have at least a little time to spend here, attend the college for a brief span.”


    Raine forced a smile. “Perhaps. Let’s see how the next week ends up. When I am not chosen…”


    Isnay watched him with those clear, bright eyes, far too much comprehension in their depths. “Then let us make the most of this week, my lord.” He gestured around the ornate library, glancing upward at the other levels beneath the massive dome, far, far above. “Where would you like to begin?”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FIVE


     


    Raine


     


    The week passed far, far too swiftly for Raine’s taste.


    Every moment was spent in the library with Isnay at his side. The other man was a good companion, intelligent, quick-witted, and with infinite patience for Raine’s eclectic tastes in literature. He provided paper for note taking, and Raine’s fingers ached at the end of each day, as he tried to compile all that he could so that he would have that much to take home with him.


    He thought of Parsul’s threat of a brothel and shuddered. He could not imagine a brothel offering much money for him at all, but then, what did he know of such things?


    Parsul was perfectly capable of making such a threat come true if he were enraged enough. Raine would just have to keep his head down and pray for a better outcome than he was presently envisioning.


    He dimly realized that there was a sudden silence around him, so he swiftly finished the sentence he was writing and glanced up.


    Second Imperial Prince Zaran stood before the table.


    Raine leaped to his feet before crashing down to one knee, head bowed, heart pounding.


    His stupidity just seemed to compound itself in this place of strangeness and opportunity. He stayed in position, jaw clenched.


    There was no sound, and he frantically wondered exactly how badly he had erred, how great an insult he had offered.


    “Rise, Lord Yoldis. Seat yourself. There is no need for such dramatics.” The calm, cold tone did nothing to ease Raine’s panic.


    He rose shakily, bowed once more and took his seat, swallowing with difficulty as the imperial prince sat gracefully beside him, leaning back in the chair and viewing him with a dispassion that Raine wished he could currently emulate. His usual state of distance and policy of not engaging with others was failing him utterly in this place.


    He had to get himself under control. His passionate interests in what was contained within this treasure trove of books could hold no place in what his brother expected of him.


    “I apologize deeply, Your Highness. I was not aware, but that is hardly an excuse.” He raised his eyes to meet that chilly gaze, holding it with difficulty.


    Prince Zaran was silent, still. Thankfully, at long last, his gaze fell upon the books spread before Raine and the scattered notes that were beginning to pile up.


    “The week is almost done, Lord Yoldis, or may I call you Raine?”


    “Raine, my prince. I would be honored.” Raine cursed the hoarseness of his tone. He had never felt so awkward or out of place. It was like he had returned to being a youth, and that had been a time he had no wish to revisit.


    Prince Zaran nodded. “I have spoken to most of the others. It is your turn now.”


    Raine drew a quivering breath before nodding respectfully. “As you wish, Your Highness.”


    Zaran reached out and drew one of the messy, note-covered pages toward him, briefly scanning the subject matter. One aristocratic brow rose before he glanced up and met Raine’s nervous gaze.


    “You seem fascinated with building techniques, not to mention the details of city infrastructure itself. Is there a particular reason for this?”


    Raine remembered the painful encounter with Lord Naral and flushed in response.


    “I know that it seems odd, and I apologize profusely for any misunderstanding, but I swear to you that this interest is real, and has long been a part of me. I have cobbled together rough notes at home, from the few bits that I have gleaned from our own historical texts, but the Imperial High Prince has created such perfect, well thought out and illustrated texts that I cannot help wanting to absorb all they can tell me. It gives me a milestone to reach for.” He gave a rueful grimace. “I don’t mean that I could ever reach the heights of His Imperial Highness, but…”


    “You realize then, how this looks.” There was no emotion in the statement, no indication what Zaran himself thought of the matter.


    “I do. I cannot truly correct that impression, only try to explain why I am doing this.” He took a deep breath and raised his chin to meet the prince’s eyes more squarely. “But I can’t let the chance to bring this knowledge home pass me by.”


    “Please explain,” Zaran urged, though his expression remained impassive.


    “I do not know if you truly understand how incredible this city is, a place of learning for all, for everyone, not just those who have been born to privilege. We have nothing like this in Odenar. There is no formal education for children. We are noted for our trades, and I am proud of the learning there. Then the military schools are well known. But this…” He gestured at the endless treasures of knowledge that surrounded them. “This is something beyond that. I want to know why things work. How they work. I believe that improvement could be made in Odenar. There are many areas of my country that still drain their sewage into the streets or rivers. Surely in this day and age, there are better ways, healthier ways. Our northern lands are often plagued by earthquakes, and the buildings there collapse, killing many. Surely there are ways of building that are stronger, more resilient.”


    He paused, lips tightening. He was getting passionate again, and there was no future in that. He was becoming aware that whoever was chosen was going to be a figurehead for the people, not someone who held the faintest degree of respect from those here within the palace walls.


    He bit back a wry laugh. It was remarkably like home.


    Prince Zaran listened with motionless politeness. “So you wish to improve your province then?”


    “I wish to improve the lot of my countrymen, Your Highness. I don’t believe suffering is a necessity.”


    “You are probably well aware then, that the imperial high prince has devoted his life to similar beliefs. You expect me to accept this as coincidence?” The emotionless words struck deep.


    Raine raised his chin a little higher, cursing his own stubborn will. A will that had brought him nothing but trouble in the past.


    “I cannot expect you to accept anything, Your Highness. I can only reiterate that I have my own beliefs, my own plans. I am well aware that you view me with suspicion. In your place, I would as well. There is no possible way I can change that.”


    Zaran nodded, watching him with those eerie pale blue eyes that characterized the royal family of Anrodnes. Along with the short silver hair, there was no mistaking those born into the blood line.


    “You are an interesting man, Raine. I cannot decide whether you are an accomplished liar or truly the naïve, ingenious man that you so well portray.”


    Raine clenched his jaw, biting back the words that leaped to his lips.


    Those pale eyes pinned him in place with effortless ease. “So, if you were chosen, how do you envision your role here?”


    “I believe that this is being done to appease tradition. When this is over, whoever is chosen will have to find their own way, for I don’t see the imperial high prince having the slightest degree of interest in his Chosen. Especially once he becomes emperor. He will be far too busy to care.”


    There was a flash of surprise in Zaran’s expression, as though Raine’s blunt assessment had caught him off guard.


    “If that is true…” There was no indication one way or the other whether Raine was correct. “Where would this leave you?”


    Raine shrugged, palms out in a “who knows?” gesture. “I would have to find a place for myself, somewhere I could be of some use, however small.”


    “You do not see your position of nobility as requiring sufficient acknowledgement?”


    Raine tilted his head, meeting that stare head on. “Your Highness, we both know that being from a backwater territory, far away from the capital, will give me nothing of position within Persis in the heart of the empire. I am the youngest of four sons. I am well aware of my lack of importance. That will not be a concern.”


    Prince Zaran made a non-committal noise, never taking his gimlet stare from Raine’s eyes.


    Raine’s heart beat heavily, sweat beginning to slide down his spine at the effort it took to hold that look and not back down.


    The stare eased, the prince nodded at some private thought before he rose to his feet.


    Raine leaped to his and would have gone back to a knee, but the prince caught his arm and held him from doing so.


    “No need. Continue with your learning.”


    The royal turned away and swept out of the library with his guards at his heels.


    Raine stared after him, realizing that people were staring and whispering. He groaned under his breath. He had been less than respectful, less than prudent with his blunt assessment of the situation. No doubt many had overheard his words. It would be round the entire palace by nightfall.


    His brother was sure to hear of it.


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Naral heard the knock upon the door and looked up wearily. His position as companion and head of Persis security forces meant that he was the one people came to see before Zaran and instead of Taldan. He valued the fact he could save his friends from the petty intricacies of court life, but there were times…


    “Come in.”


    Isnay poked his head around the door and gave him a small smile. “Have you time for me, cousin? I know the others have reported in, but I only just saw Lord Raine Yoldis to his room.”


    Naral glanced at the clock in surprise. “Did you even eat? I didn’t see either of you at the supper table.”


    “I brought food for both of us and persuaded him to eat in one of the small antechambers off the library. He is as bad as the High Prince.” There was no true reprimand in his cousin’s tone.


    Naral gestured him in, indicating he take the comfortable chair that faced the massive desk.


    “So? I know you have been reserving judgment, but I need the information now. Zaran and I will be making our decisions tomorrow night.”


    Isnay nodded, making himself comfortable.


    “First of all, Raine is amazingly open, and clearly at ease with those below his station.”


    Naral narrowed his eyes. “Does he know who you are? That you are my cousin and part of the diplomatic corp?”


    “I have not brought it up, Naral. He has not asked and assumes I am one of the lesser courtiers, but he has never said or done anything the least bit offensive. He even apologized tonight for having me miss supper once I pointed out the time. I have not observed any amount of ego within him. In fact, I believe that he does not see himself as important in the least. The small things he has let slip seem to point to his brother, and perhaps his father before that, as being the ones who led him to that belief. His brother intends to use him to increase the influence of Odenar in trade. He let that much slip. I am not certain Raine likes being in the middle of it. Raine doesn’t seem to have any ambitions where it comes to the prince.”


    “How typical of Lord Parsul.” Naral put his quill back in the inkwell and leaned back in the chair. “So you don’t believe my suspicions of Raine are correct?”


    “I think Raine holds tremendous respect for Taldan. There is almost a hero worship there as regards Taldan’s works. Not as a man. Raine certainly fears his power and reputation. I am not sure Raine even sees him as truly human.” Isnay’s lips quirked with clear amusement.


    Naral snorted. “No one does. There are times I wonder myself.” He viewed his cousin in silence for long moments. He had always admired and respected the younger man for his deep instincts regarding people, something Naral found difficult. He was proud of Isnay for making it into the diplomatic corp. Few were accepted into the upper echelons, and his cousin had done it within five years, an almost unheard of achievement.


    “Your idea of pairing the candidates with diplomatic staff was brilliant. It has lessened the chances of incidents and given Zaran and me valuable insight and opinions.”


    Isnay gave a faint smile. “I like him.”


    Naral sighed and pushed an impatient hand through his hair. “I overreacted is what you’re trying to tell me.”


    “You protect Taldan. I would expect no less. In this case though, yes, I believe you were wrong in your assessment.” The smile widened. “I love telling you that.”


    “Brat. Don’t make me dump you in the mud again.”


    Isnay snorted. “I was five. I think I can hold my own now, despite your training with Taldan.” He reached out a hand and patted Naral’s arm. “I believe that Raine should be one of the twelve. Even one of the six.”


    Naral grunted. “I can’t see Taldan choosing someone who hero worships him. He would sooner accept someone who is out to gain power than that. It sounds as if Raine’s brother is more than willing to use him as well.”


    Isnay shook his head. “That may be, but I think Taldan may surprise everyone, including himself.”


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    “Your Imperial Highness!” The chorus of acknowledgement from the members of the harem, and the subsequent rush to embrace him, made something ease in Taldan’s chest.


    The royal harem always felt safe to him. Those within its borders were devoted to the family, and although they were not confined within its walls, as in the past, they continued to see their place as an honored tradition.


    Fifteen men lived here, and he knew all of them well. Some of them were older than he was, others younger, newer.


    Here, he actually allowed touch, let his aloofness slip the smallest amount.


    The head of the harem, and his personal favorite, Hredeen, strode forward, tutting softly before taking his hand and leading him further into the warm, welcoming living area. The bedrooms lined the outer walls, while this massive room opened into a large, ornate private garden, hidden from all prying eyes.


    Here was safety of a sort that the outer world could not provide.


    “You have been working too hard again.” Hredeen’s tone was fondly chiding, with a hint of concern in the depths. “Your brother is turning out to be as bad, with the Choosing nipping at his heels.” The smaller, lithe man ran a gentle hand down Taldan’s cheek. “This Choosing is wearing upon all of you. Even you, though you will deny it.”


    They sat themselves upon one of the luxurious couches that dotted the living quarters.


    Taldan grunted, unwilling to answer. The whole matter was one large mess as far as he was concerned, and he was beyond grateful that Zaran and Naral were tending to it. He would never have had the patience to step away from his work.


    Nimble fingers unlaced his boots, and he glanced down, reaching to run a hand through long sable curls as one of the newer harem occupants, Naitlien, gently removed them. The freedom of bare feet seemed decadent, and he sighed at even so little a release as that.


    Naitlien smiled at him, a soft curve of full lips that had him gently pulling those curls so that those lips met his.


    He hummed at the taste. Nothing worked as well as being in the harem to bring him back into his body and remember what it needed.


    He reached out to wrap his fingers around the back of Natlien’s neck, urging him down, watching as the young concubine eagerly unlaced his pants, pushing the flaps aside and reaching for his prize. Plump lips stretched obscenely around his rapidly hardening shaft, and he let out a groan of sweet pleasure.


    Reaching out, he snagged Hredeen, pulling him close to plunder his mouth. No one tasted like his favorite, nobody else could make him lose all thought and just feel.


    Hredeen knelt beside him, leaning down over him, eyes alight with need, deepening the kiss into a duel of tongues, an orgy of taste that left Taldan wanting more. Always more.


    With a forceful push, Taldan toppled Hredeen backward onto the couch. The concubine sprawled, laughing, spreading his legs and giving Taldan a glimpse of secrets beneath the shifting cloth of his light, flowing garments.


    Naitlien hummed around his length, and he had to fight to focus on what he sought so avidly.


    His long fingers closed around Hredeen’s shaft, and he gave a tug and twist that made the concubine gasp, eyes turning dark and sultry, fixed upon his face with complete intensity. When Taldan was present, it was as though nothing else existed for Hredeen, and as always, it made the prince feel as though he already ruled the world.


    He quickened his fist, alternating his grip between firm and almost feather light, turning his wrist every now and then in the way that never failed to make his favorite moan, the sound making Taldan’s lust rise to a fever pitch.


    The heat of a talented mouth upon him, the feel of his favorite under his hand, the sight of Hredeen writhing, his heels digging into the couch as he thrust up into his prince’s grip…


    He controlled himself until he saw the incredible beauty of Hredeen as he came, body arched, face alight with pleasure, then he himself found release, feeling Naitlien drink his seed with consummate skill. The pulses of pleasure drove away the concerns of the day, and he drew in a shuddering breath as the last of the pulses left him drained and replete.


    Releasing Hredeen’s now tender shaft, he ran his fingers through the cooling seed upon his favorite’s chest and belly, bringing the bounty to his lips and tasting the very essence that was his concubine.


    Hredeen forced himself up, eyes gleaming at the sight, and sank against Taldan’s side, holding him close in the aftermath.


    Taldan hummed with contentment, lying down and pulling Hredeen close, possessive, one hand gently carding through Natlien’s curls on his other side. Warm, cocooned in their care, he slipped into sleep at long last.


     


     


     


    The corridors were deserted, illuminated only by the faint light from the morning sun still beyond the horizon as Taldan walked from the harem back to his chambers.


    Taldan relished the solitude. This was his favorite time of day, when most people were safely abed and out of his way. Even his father would be asleep.


    The sound of his boots, muffled by the long carpets that graced the hall floors, seemed inordinately loud. In contrast, the footsteps of his two Shadows, Nie and Weis, who paced behind him, were utterly silent.


    He had been lax in his training as of late. In his younger years, he had been able to match that silence with his own, but the rigors of being the High Imperial Prince had taken him away from the training, and he had found many new interests, most of them far from martial.


    He would have to make time for re-training before he stepped up as emperor. He was not sure if he would have more time or less after ascending the throne. His father made the role look so simple, so flawless, but Taldan had spent a lifetime watching every move his father made, and he was well aware that the complexity of the task was far beyond what he envisioned.


    There were so many things that his father never shared with him that he refused to tell him.


    Part of that was simply logical caution. There had been times in Anrodnes history when sons had tired of waiting for the throne and had staged a coup or an attempted assassination. His bloodline, after all, was full of intense, driven people who had been born to rule.


    He thought the notion absurd. He respected his father deeply. The man was an emperor to his fingertips, and Taldan would strive to reach that pinnacle—and then surpass it.


    His focus was going to be quite different than his father’s. He held no intention of adding more lands to the empire, as had been his father’s goal when he’d first taken the throne. In the last dozen or so years, the empire had ceased expanding its borders and worked on consolidating its gains and reducing its military expenditures.


    Instead of expansion, Taldan wanted to improve things within the empire itself. Content people did not start rebellions. If their circumstances were so much better than the neighboring countries, then there was no reason for such a thing.


    Constant conflicts drained the empiric coffers. Peace and prosperity brought about trade, and that, Taldan felt, gave them the most power possible. He planned on the lure of trade bringing a great deal of monetary gain to Anrodnes in the near future. Not to mention that Anrodnes controlled one of the three great trade routes.


    His father might not approve, but then Taldan did not really concern himself with that matter. He would be emperor. His power would be absolute, and his plans were his own, not to be shared, even as his father had not shared his own methods and reasoning.


    He had been well taught that family was merely a means to an end. Children to carry on the succession. It had not been uncommon in the past for royalty to kill their siblings to prevent coup attempts.


    He also thought that absurd, a remnant of their tribal past that he felt they had long since passed. Or perhaps he was just fortunate in his younger brother. Zaran held nothing of ambition to rule. He had his own interests and supported Taldan quietly and efficiently. There was a link between them that none of the ancient texts seemed to explain. Taldan himself felt a warmth when his brother was present, a feeling of companionship that he had only ever experienced with Naral.


    Whatever dynamic had existed between the royals in the past, he and Zaran walked their own path.


    Their innate trust of each other felt right in a part of himself that he seldom delved into. An emotional side that made little sense.


    Weis suddenly put a hand on his arm, breaking him out of his thoughts and drawing him to an abrupt halt.


    Nie stepped ahead of them, drawing his sword with swift, deadly efficiency, while Weis drew Taldan back several steps.


    Despite all his training, despite the basic magical essence that the royals inherited, Taldan could not sense what the Shadows did. Their training was secretive. Not even the emperor knew what it entailed, but their mystical abilities pointed to earth energy that no one outside the Shadows had any true knowledge of. Only rumors and whispers.


    Now, he stood silent in Weis’s grip, his hand on his sword’s pommel, ready.


    Nie stepped forward, head cocked, listening, before he disappeared silently round the corner like a wraith.


    Weis’s eyes were unfocussed, as though he were tracking Nie’s movements in some fashion.


    Taldan longed to understand how and why, but he knew better. This was one thing he could not study and dissect.


    His own breathing seemed loud in his ears, the silence pressing upon him.


    Weis finally released his hold on Taldan’s arm, his body relaxing somewhat.


    “There seems to be an altercation between two men ahead, my prince. Should we divert to another route?”


    Taldan frowned. “Altercation? Who is part of it? Is security aware?”


    “The elder Lord Yoldis and his younger brother, one of the candidates. Nie has contacted one of our brothers to alert security forces. It will quietly be taken care of. You need not be involved.”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    “You are a disgrace to our name,” Parsul hissed, dragging Raine closer until they were face to face, Raine half choking as he struggled to loosen Parsul’s grip upon the collar of his tunic.


    “All I asked of you was one simple task. Get the attention of the imperial high prince. Get into his bed and sweet-talk him into allowing us our little adventure where everyone profits, our family most of all. Simple. So damned simple. But of course, you have to over-think every fucking thing. Talking back to Zaran of all things. You never shut your fucking mouth for more than a minute.”


    He shook Raine like a dog shakes a rat, rage contorting his features.


    He slammed Raine back against the wall with such force that the air was forced from Raine’s lungs and he gasped for air, collapsing as his brother released him contemptuously to slide to the floor.


    Raine curled away, fighting for breath, his vision swimming.


    The brutal kick made him cry out despite his determination to stay stubbornly silent. Pain exploded over his ribs, and he rolled away, gritting his teeth and trying to curl around the pain, to protect himself.


    He was all too familiar with such things.


    Parsul crouched before him, the seething anger in his expression making Raine’s breath hitch. “You are a useless waste of skin, brother. Useless. Father was ashamed to call you son, and we all know why, don’t we? The list is so long it’s amazing he let you live, let you use our name.”


    He grinned, a demon’s smile. “I think some time serving clients at a brothel as I suggested earlier might finally break that stubborn will, don’t you think?” The smile faded away, a hand coming to trace over Raine’s cheek with exquisite gentleness. “One last chance, little brother. You see my will done, or I will see you broken, shattered into pieces that will come together into something I can use. Is that clear?”


    Raine nodded shakily.


    Parsul’s hand was swift, Raine’s throat in his grip with crushing force. “It better be, you—”


    “What, precisely, is going on here?”


    Parsul froze, releasing his grip, then slowly swiveled in his crouch, looking up—and up—to a stern, unsmiling, extremely cold visage.


    The man was extraordinarily tall, lean bodied with powerful shoulders. His face was slender, almost sharp, his short white hair and piercing blue eyes marking his bloodline clearly. The strength of his presence was almost overwhelming.


    There was no doubt who this was.


    Raine fell back against the wall, staring in shock, one hand covering his throat as though he could disguise what had just occurred. For Prince Taldan, the man he worshiped, to see him in such a state, in such a manner, was beyond shaming. Desperately, he scrambled up, sinking into a deep, reverential bow.


    Dimly he realized that Parsul had followed his actions, but his heart was pounding so loudly that he thought he might faint. A combination of fear, pain, and now shock made him want to sink down into a huddle, but pride, stubborn pride, kept him vertical.


    “I asked a question, and I expect it answered.” The power of that voice rolled over them. Out of the corner of his eye, Raine saw Parsul flinch and then bow more deeply.


    “I deeply apologize, Your Imperial Highness. I was disciplining my younger brother for the way he has acted. For insulting your younger brother and behaving in a manner unseemly for a candidate. I assure you, he will not continue in such a vein. Please, do not disqualify him for the foolishness of youth. You know how they can be.” The smarminess in the words made Raine want to sink through the floor.


    Did his brother truly think that one of the greatest minds of their age could not see through his posturing and his inelegant words?


    “You will return to your quarters, Lord Parsul,” Taldan ordered. “You will remain there until you are told otherwise. Is that clear?”


    Raine could not help but rejoice as he saw his brother pale as he met ice-cold eyes, a flicker of cold rage in their depths. His brother tried to gather courage, but a slow hiss of steel as one of the Shadows drew his sword, dried up any protest he might have made.


    He swallowed hard, then managed to nod. “I will take my brother—”


    “You will do nothing of the sort. I will speak to Lord Raine myself, without you present, and I will get to the bottom of this. We have laws here, Lord Parsul, and you would have been wise to have studied them before you arrived here. Assault is a serious offense here in Persis.”


    The shock in Parsul’s expression was priceless. Subdued at last, he obeyed the Shadow who sharply gestured at him to move down the corridor the several steps necessary to take him back to his room.


    His departure left a ringing silence in his wake. As the prince swung his gaze upon Raine, he swiftly lowered his eyes, mourning that his first glimpse of his hero had to be under circumstances such as these. The man must think him the worst kind of weak, ineffectual personality.


    Unfortunately, Raine had learned very early in his life that resistance simply led to more pain and never to any resolution in his favor.


    He heard the remaining Shadow murmur something to the prince, then the prince turned his attention back to Raine. “You will come with me.”


    There was no mercy in the tone, and why should there be? Raine was a guest here and had interrupted whatever the imperial high prince had been occupied with.


    He followed the tall, regal figure dazedly, wondering how it all could have come to this. He could barely walk and was having trouble breathing. Each breath sent jolts of pain through him. If he had just kept his mouth shut…


    His brother was right. He was his own worst enemy.


    The prince swung open a door and gestured him in, impatience in every line of his body. Raine slid by him, face flaming, pain pulsing through his body.


    The room looked to be a small meeting room of some sort, ornate enough, but without the splendor of the rest of the palace. This was more functional, basic.


    “Sit,” the prince ordered.


    Raine limped toward a chair partway down the large table, attempting to keep a respectful distance from his hero.


    He went to sit, then gasped in agony and collapsed to one elbow on the table, the other arm wrapped around his ribs as agony burst over him, threatening to take his consciousness.


    Large hands grasped him, settled him back into the chair with swift competence without causing more pain.


    He heard the prince speaking to someone else over his head, but the words were mere smears of sound that he could not quite decipher.


    Long fingers took his hand and pried it away from his ribs with amazing gentleness. “Breathe shallowly, short breaths.”


    He obeyed the emotionless words without thinking, a type of trust that he had never experienced before. He scoffed to himself. Of course he would trust the prince. Had the man not written half the medical journals that doctors themselves used? This man was more skilled and learned than any of them.


    He could not be in better hands.


    Cold sweat trickled down his spine, his senses swimming. His tunic was cut away with a knife, and he could not protest the destruction, could only attempt to gain enough air to keep conscious.


    He was vaguely aware of other people entering the room, of low-voiced conversation around him, but time moved in fits and starts, and it was all confusion.


    “Drink this.”


    He obeyed without question once more, letting the thick mixture flow into his mouth, swallowing with difficulty, half choking it down.


    It was vile. He could not help grimacing at the taste, but whatever it was turned out to be a godsend because it seemed no time at all before the agony began to dull, his breath ease from white-hot pain into something almost bearable.


    Whoa. They needed this concoction in Odenar.


    He blinked, realizing with a start that the prince was kneeling before him, unwinding a bandage, several people standing at his side, ready to hand him various items.


    Whoa indeed. Raine stared dreamily at Taldan. What a beautiful name. Taldan. A suitable name for a beautiful man. In all the world, could there possibly be a more perfect being than this?


    He reached out with trembling fingers, wishing to touch the vision before him…


    Swift fingers caught his, held them in an iron grip, icy blue eyes rising to meet his gaze.


    He smiled back. The cold look so suited the prince, made him distant, mystical, fascinating.


    The grip loosened, another hand coming to hold Raine’s wrist in a firm but not brutal grip. Raine knew all about brutal.


    It was a sad thing, brutality. He wanted to talk to Taldan about it, see what his thoughts were on the subject. There was a law here. Assault. That was what it was called. He had never known it had a legal description before this day. Certainly there were no laws in Odenar about Parsul abusing Raine.


    He would like to stay here, to never go home.


    Dimly, he realized that one of the Shadows held him. Raine glanced up into the dark eyes of the man who gripped his wrist. The rest of the face was hidden by the cowl and veil that protected his identity.


    A Shadow. The elite protectors of the emperor and his family. Only the best, the most amazing warriors were chosen for the emperor himself.


    Taldan would be emperor soon.


    “He will be an amazing emperor, you know? I think you should be very proud to protect him.”


    The dark eyes narrowed, then something far in their depths showed amusement. “I think you gave him too large a dose, my prince. He seems to be a bit of a lightweight.”


    Raine puffed up, straightening in outrage that subsided with a whimper as his ribs shifted.


    “Stay still, you fool.”


    The command made sense. He should listen.


    He looked at the prince. “I may be useless, but I am not a lightweight. I need you to know that. You are beautiful. I know you know that, but really, it needs to be said.”


    He glanced back up at the Shadow. “Does he truly understand how amazing he is? How grateful we are that he exists? His works…” He trailed off, unable to formulate the words needed. “He is a great man. He needs to know that.”


    Those dark eyes looked less hard by the moment.


    “I think he is aware of his greatness. Believe me.” The amusement in the Shadow’s tone grated on Raine, and he frowned.


    “Don’t mock him.”


    “It seems you have a defender, my prince.” The humor in the Shadow’s tone was marked.


    Prince Taldan grunted under his breath, leaning close to Raine to carefully wrap the bandage round his chest tightly.


    Raine flinched, catching his breath once more before he leaned forward ever so slightly and inhaled deeply.


    “Do you know you smell good, as well?”


    There was a choked sound from the Shadow, and several of the people close behind the prince seemed to stifle grins before looking away.


    Their sense of humor seemed wildly inappropriate. One would have thought that the prince’s closest people would be those who respected him the most.


    One would have thought…


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan managed to catch the young man as he turned utterly boneless and began to slide out of the chair. At least the bandaging had been finished, the ribs supported.


    With a sigh of regret that his quiet, peaceful night had turned into this debacle, he gathered the now unconscious Lord Raine up in his arms, careful to position him in a way that would put the least amount of stress upon the two cracked ribs he had discovered.


    Those around him seemed stunned into silence, and no wonder. He refused to touch others in any manner, apart from those within the harem.


    For him to voluntarily reach out…


    A feeling of discomfort rolled over him, and he almost ordered Weis to take the young man before he shook the foolishness off.


    He would see Lord Raine to his room and ensure that he was watched over before he would seek his own rest. Not that he usually slept. He rarely did. His mind was too full of thoughts, plans, images—all of which often meant he had to rise to write notes or draw diagrams. Sleep was a waste of time in his opinion, and if he could find a way to never need it again, he would be perfectly content.


    Unfortunately, his body was merely human and had accompanying human frailties.


    Weis held the door open, and Taldan stepped into the hallway, not surprised to see Naral looking exhausted and tousled, striding toward him with several guards in tow.


    His friend glared at the unconscious form in Taldan’s arms. “What in the hells? What fresh plan have he and his brother come up with? I swear—”


    Taldan clicked his tongue in disapproval, silencing Naral instantly.


    “This is not the time. Wait for me in my office, and we will discuss what has happened. In the meantime, I want the older brother to be confined to his room. There is the question of charges of assault being laid, and I want him secured.”


    Naral’s eyes widened slightly before he nodded, lips tightening as if to hold in all he wanted to say.


    He marched off in the direction of Lord Parsul’s assigned rooms, and Taldan turned in the opposite direction, toward where the candidates were being housed.


    Raine was no weight at all, and Taldan frowned. The young man had been painfully thin when they removed his tunic, ribs in sharp relief beneath his skin and the number of scars seemed far more than normal for a healthy man who had not lived a life of strife.


    Or had he?


    Taldan gritted his teeth. Memory of Lord Parsul’s sneers, the vicious words and even more vicious actions remained etched in his mind’s eye.


    There could be no reason, ever, for such actions. And to a sibling…


    Distaste rose, his determination for change coming to the fore. The empire’s own history was littered with such atrocities among the ruling class. Murder, abuse, imprisonment, torture. All to be emperor.


    His own father, at eight years old, had seen his sire killed by his older brother when the man inherited the title.


    Taldan’s lips thinned. Anrodnes had come far under his father’s rule. Taldan would take it further. Law, order, culture, economic growth. A way of life that led to exploration, discoveries, learning of a higher order. Human nature was a burden, an anchor that held back all he wanted to achieve, but with time, he would make others see what was so very clear to him.


    It would be his life’s work.


    He glanced down at Lord Raine. The young man’s head nestled against his shoulder. He looked absurdly young, almost painfully innocent, tousled black curls framing his thin face.


    No one and nothing would get in the way of his plans.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER SIX


     


    Raine


     


    Raine woke with a splitting headache. His first attempt to open his eyes resulted in a pained moan and his hand shielding them from the sunlight that streamed in through open curtains.


    Surely he hadn’t been so foolish as to meet his friend Ranner at the tavern again. The last time…


    He tried to roll away from the light and yelped at the sharp pain the motion instantly brought.


    His eyes flew open, harsh memory coming instantly to the fore.


    He was not home, not anywhere familiar.


    Disjointed images floated through his mind, and he moaned again, this time from sheer unadulterated embarrassment.


    Surely not. Surely he had not forever shamed himself by letting his tongue loose under the influence of medication.


    That had forever been of particular amusement to his friends, who never lost an opportunity to write down his ramblings and read them to him the next day.


    Gods.


    Could he just die now? Quietly. Simply. Without any further mistakes or misunderstandings?


    His hero, the man he admired more than any other and desperately wished to emulate, had seen him at his absolute worst.


    Being submissive to Parsul’s tirade, accepting it as he always did.


    Having the prince have to rescue him, tend to him.


    Then the icing on the cake. He pinched the bridge of his nose as he flushed painfully. Had he really commented on how good the prince smelled?


    He put an arm over his face, quite prepared to spend the day, or even the rest of his life hiding in the room.


    A knock on the door had him pulling the covers over his head.


    His faint hope that they would not enter was broken as the door swung open and Isnay entered, a servant on his heels with a tray of food.


    “Good morning, my lord. The High Prince sends his greetings and will be along shortly to check your condition.”


    Raine shot up, acting before thinking, then swayed alarmingly as pain shot along his ribs. Isnay tutted, catching him swiftly and propping him up before stuffing pillows behind him in support.


    When he could breathe again, Raine glanced at the other man pleadingly.


    “I’m fine. I’m sure any other physician could check me over. His Imperial Highness does not need to bother himself…”


    “His Imperial Highness insisted, and one does not argue with him. Not to mention he wants to speak to you about the events of last night.”


    Raine’s shoulders drooped. Of course his actions would be seen as scandalous. His comments had been anything but respectful.


    Isnay smiled and patted his cheek. “I am referring to your brother’s actions.”


    Raine froze, emotions sweeping through him he hardly knew how to handle.


    Isnay saw his reaction and continued. “Your brother has to answer for his own behavior. We do not tolerate any physical abuse within the palace. Not to mention that Anrodnes now has laws across the country detailing protection for all citizens.”


    “I’m sure my brother will apologize to His Imperial Highness. There need not be any unpleasantness over this. It’s a small matter, easily fixed.”


    Isnay stared at him, for once looking completely out of sorts, before he gave a sound perilously close to a snort. “Tell His Imperial Highness exactly what you just said. I can’t wait to see his reaction.”


    Raine shivered at the thought. “I can apologize as well. The prince does not have to be caught up in this.”


    The door swung wide, and Taldan strode into the room, the two ever-present Shadows in his wake.


    “The prince gets caught up in what he wishes,” Isnay commented drily before turning to bow to the man in question.


    Raine gathered his strength, attempting to sit up straighter in order to show appropriate respect to the prince…


    “Don’t. Stay where you are.” Taldan’s curt tone made Raine freeze in place. So used to obeying commands, he stayed motionless, wide-eyed.


    The prince laid an array of medical items on the side table. He turned to face Raine, a brow rising as he noted Raine’s unnatural position and stillness.


    “I meant don’t bow. You are allowed to breathe.”


    Isnay made a choked sound and turned away.


    Raine shot a concerned glance his way before trying to relax back into normality. He was suddenly terribly self-conscious, not knowing what to do with his hands until he clasped them together, the white knuckles clearly giving away his tension.


    It was the best he could do at the moment.


    He almost bit his tongue as the prince pulled forward a stool and sat upon it at the bedside, reaching to unwind the bandages that braced his ribs.


    Raine could only stare at the silver head, fingers slowly clenching in the bedcovers to overcome the ridiculous need to touch.


    What in the gods’ names was wrong with him? It was like he had a death wish when it came to this man.


    He sucked in a harsh breath as the prince’s fingers brushed against his bare flesh. The prince paused in his ministrations, looking up and regarding him with a cool blue gaze.


    Raine flushed, heat coursing over his form. He swiftly lowered his eyes in respect, but it was far too late to cover up his admiration and hero worship.


    There was a moment of silence while Raine clenched his teeth, trying to remain perfectly still, perfectly obedient.


    The prince resumed his movements, and moments later, cool air swirled over Raine’s chest, making him shiver.


    Long, fine fingers gently probed his ribs, and looking down once more, Raine was taken aback by the amount of bruising that had appeared overnight.


    He was used to bruising, but his brother had never gone this far as to actually crack his ribs. Even back when his brother came into power after their father died, he had been planning for just this eventuality: using Raine as a candidate for the future High Lord Emperor’s bondmate. Never let it be said that his brother wasn’t forward thinking.


    Albeit with a cruel twist.


    Raine blinked, then paled as a thought intruded on his embarrassment. Parsul had gone much further in his abuse this time. Was this some plan of his? To bring Raine to the prince’s attention? If so, it had succeeded.


    But his brother, always so sure of his superiority and cleverness, had clearly lost his mind if he thought that the imperial prince would not see through such a ruse.


    Yet it had come to this, with the prince personally tending to him.


    It made Raine feel dirty and cheap.


    “I thank you, my lord, for your kindness. You do not need to tend to me personally.” His quiet voice shook a little.


    The capable hands paused in their task, and the prince met his gaze with calm force. “You were attacked in my home. Therefore I will tend to you as needs be. Is that clear?”


    Raine nodded, shrinking into himself. He went back to quietly admiring the man. He caught the tail end of an emotion, just under the cold surface of the prince, worry about the ascension, love for a concubine…


    The prince’s head jerked up, and he stared intently at Raine as though feeling the intrusion.


    Raine swallowed hard and glanced away.


    The prince returned to his ministrations, and Raine was careful to not look at him again.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan finished wrapping the thin chest, checking the fit, asking the young man to breathe. It was clear it had helped by the look of relief on his patient’s face.


    Those brilliant green eyes were like clear windows into Raine’s soul.


    Taldan could not remember ever having encountered anyone who appeared so guileless, and that in itself roused his suspicions. He was quite sure that he had felt the young man delve into his thoughts, though that should be impossible.


    He leaned back and tidied up the supplies he had brought, letting himself have time to think. It would be so easy to catch Raine out, show what was truly beneath the surface. It would mean one more person off the list. One less he had to consider.


    Turning back, he leaned closer, effortlessly catching that green gaze and holding it with will alone.


    “So you are interested in architecture, not to mention infrastructure.”


    Raine sent a single glance of betrayal toward Isnay before nodding, the flush still decorating his skin.


    “I am, Your Imperial Highness. I am sorry if that seems convenient or self-serving in this circumstance, but it is true. As the youngest son, I will not be able to make a difference through politics or power, but I can find ways and means to improve Odenar.”


    Those green eyes finally rose to meet Taldan’s fully and there was a determination in the depths that seemed counter to all he had previously displayed.


    This boy, because he was little more than that in age, seemed full of things that were hidden, secrets that perhaps even he did not fully understand. The oddest thing was, the young man’s gaze seemed to imply he knew something about Taldan… Something even those in the room with them would not know… Once again, he wondered what he had felt, whether Raine held some talent for empathy, or something greater.


    “Tell me then. What is it that you would most like to ask me?” He waited for the coy return, the foolish question that would no doubt be the primary thought in Raine’s head showing he had only a child’s knowledge of the subject.


    “I know that you had begun trials on earthquake-resistant buildings,” Raine said eagerly. “The information I have is years old, and it is difficult to get books sent into Odenar. I have come up with some ideas of my own, but if you have done more along these lines, I would be very grateful if I could read them over, see if I am correct in my assumptions and trials.”


    Taldan blinked, taken aback. This was not what he had assumed at all.


    “Trials?” That seemed most unlikely of all the things Raine had said.


    Raine’s fingers clenched together. “I do not have the knowledge that you possess, Your Imperial Highness. Nor the mind that enables you to piece things together so quickly and so definitively. I just built small models out of different materials, then tried shaking them. I know it is anything but scientific, but it was all I had at the time.” There was a pained defensiveness in the soft words.


    Taldan was silent for long moments, watching, waiting for something that would give him more information about this young man. This all sounded too good to be true. An inquiring mind, a need to see improvements in his country for the good of the people. It was all so similar to what he was, what he believed in.


    It was not possible.


    He rose to his feet abruptly. “I shall send you my notes. They are not compiled at this time, but with a bit of digging, you might find what you are looking for.”


    He had no intention of sitting and discussing his findings. That was for those who were truly in need of his aid, not some backwater boy who was attempting to manipulate him into…


    What?


    He didn’t know, but he needed to leave this room. Now.


    Without another word, without waiting for a response, he swept from the room.


    He had work to do, and nothing was to be gained in the present circumstances. At the moment, he could not legitimately claim that Raine should be on the list of “unacceptable.”


    Forcefully and with some difficulty, he managed to shut out the encounter and move his mind to more important matters.


     


     


     


    Later, inside the privacy of the harem, Taldan let his head hang, feeling a sense of shock at his own actions. Never before had he been so overwhelmed by lust, by sexual need that overrode all sense. He was always in control.


    A gentle hand cupped his cheek, raised his head. Hredeen looked into his eyes and gave him the gentlest of smiles. “You’ve met someone. Someone who roused need in you.”


    He jerked back, out of range of the touch, sliding to sit on the edge of the bed. His breath sawed in and out of his lungs, his body trembled with the force of his orgasm. It had been like no other in his life, uncontrolled, wild, everything that he abhorred and sought to eradicate from his nature.


    He flinched away as Hredeen put a hand on his arm and gave him a reassuring squeeze, then forced himself into stillness, shocked at his reactions. This was not him. He had fought his whole life to become the perfect heir. Now he would become the perfect emperor.


    Where, in the name of all the gods, had this come from?


    Hredeen could not be right in his assumption. Much though he admired and respected his concubine’s insights, this time, he was wrong.


    He glared at his hands. His fingers were trembling almost imperceptibly. This was not acceptable.


    Taldan closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly, drawing upon a technique the Shadows had taught him. A way to cast away outer thoughts and return to inner strength and calm certainty.


    Breathe.


    In time, his heart slowed, his near panic was averted into cold control once more.


    When he opened his eyes and met Hredeen’s concerned gaze, he was able to calmly return it.


    This time, he could accept the gentle touch, did not flinch away. It made no sense why he had panicked before.


    His trust in Hredeen was absolute.


    The concubine said nothing for long moments, simply stroking his face, letting the gentleness and contact soothe his nerves.


    His nerves. He was not a creature of anxiety or emotion. This all made no sense.


    Perhaps this bondmate nonsense was affecting him more than he was truly comprehending. It had always been annoying that despite his great intelligence, his ability to parse out things that others could not or would not understand, that emotion, the true human frailty, was something that escaped his complete understanding. The academic viewpoints could not completely mesh with the reality of emotion. True knowledge that he hoped would lead to utter control had escaped him time and again.


    Hredeen cupped a hand beneath his chin and turned his face so that they were eye to eye. “Who? Which one of the candidates have you had contact with?”


    Taldan blinked. “This has nothing to do with him.”


    A slow smile. “Then there was someone. Taldan, you are meant to be with one of these men. For life. Do you not feel that the gods would have a hand in that? That they would guide you to that person?”


    Taldan wanted to groan, but that was beneath his station, and certainly something he had trained himself out of long ago. That it was cropping up now only showed the true depth of the problem.


    “There was an incident. One of the candidates, Lord Raine, was assaulted by his older brother, Parsul, the current leader of Odenar.” He had never been able to give anything but complete truth to Hredeen.


    Hredeen made a sound of concern and sat up straighter. As leader of the harem, the man had a well of empathy and concern for others that seemed endless. The complete opposite of Taldan.


    “Is the boy all right?”


    “The matter is done. Raine has two cracked ribs and shows a plethora of old wounds and marks that point to a long history of abuse. I may not be able to do anything about the past, but I have handed the matter of the assault that occurred here, within Anrodnes’s legal purview, over to Naral. He will see the courts take care of it.”


    Hredeen ran a hand down his arm until they linked fingers.


    “This is serious then. A leader of a country…”


    “A fool of a leader apparently. One who did not have the foresight to study our laws, even if he did not implement them within Odenar. That also will come up. Odenar is part of the empire. Each time we change a law or implement a new one, that information is sent by personal messenger to each state, each country, no matter how remote. There is no excuse for the man’s actions.”


    He gave a weary sigh, for once able to dredge up no energy. That in itself was so highly unusual that he had no reference point to compare it to.


    “This could turn into a political headache for the Imperial Throne. I can see we are going to have to send a team to Odenar to oversee a policy review. Perhaps we have let them believe that they are too far away for us to properly rule them.” His tone grew colder. “They will find out differently.”


    Hredeen swept back his long blonde hair in a graceful motion that set Taldan’s heart to beating faster. He met Taldan’s gaze, his beautiful eyes knowing. “But seeing this Raine harmed has affected you, my prince.”


    Taldan looked down at his long, fine fingers twined with Hredeen’s smaller ones. “There is nothing like you are imagining. I simply tended to Raine’s injuries.”


    “Personally?” Hredeen’s eyebrows shot up.


    “The attack happened right before me. There was no need to wake a physician so early in the morning. I was there.”


    “So you only saw this candidate once…”


    Taldan shifted a little, wondering ruefully why he could never retain a proper distance with this man. Somehow, even in the beginning, the line between prince and concubine had always been blurred. Hredeen called them friends. Taldan was not completely sure what that meant or how it defined the relationship between them only that it was complicated and yet not at all difficult. It made no logical sense…and yet he couldn’t deny it was true.


    “I tended to him the next morning.”


    Hredeen tilted his head, narrowing his eyes. “Really. That seems odd for you.”


    “He was harmed in my very home. I suppose I felt responsible in some manner.”


    “There have been instances before. You have always relegated them to the appropriate authorities.”


    Taldan shrugged, then gritted his teeth at the telling, foolish gesture.


    “I wanted to make sure that the injuries were not worse than I had first assumed.” He hated that there was a note of defensiveness in the words.


    “I have never heard you have the least bit of doubt in your diagnoses before.” Hredeen had that tone. That cursed tone he used when he was trying to lead Taldan to some revelation regarding his own emotional nuances.


    “Is he a pleasant person?” Hredeen asked. “Handsome? Is he one of those who think only of themselves, of their looks and position?” There was true curiosity in Hredeen’s questions.


    Taldan gave him a disbelieving glance. “I would love to appease your curiosity, but I didn’t notice a thing about him, apart from the fact of his former abuse and that he is painfully thin.”


    “Nothing else? I thought I heard rumors that this Lord Raine from Odenar is the one who practically worships the ground you walk on. The one who is poring over your works like they contain the answers to the universe itself.” Hredeen teasingly nudged his shoulder.


    “He has been a concern to Naral from the beginning. Naral is convinced that Raine is playing a role, conniving, attempting to convince me that he is my perfect match.”


    “Naral is convinced. What about you?”


    The question drew him up short. He sat and considered it seriously, thinking back to his interactions that morning.


    “I don’t know.”


    Hredeen burst out laughing and leaned against him. “You don’t know? I think that is the first time I have heard you utter those words!”


    Taldan shook his head, a little surprised himself.


    “He certainly held a degree of knowledge about what he wants to know, and it was oddly specific if he is just trying to play a part.”


    “I heard he is asking for information on the research you did into earthquake-resistant housing? And then that you actually offered him the papers.”


    Taldan turned to glare at him. “Why do I bother telling you anything at all? Honestly, I should just make you the head of security. My brother and Naral don’t know half of what you do. That was only two hours ago. How in the world…?”


    “I have my sources.” Hredeen’s look was all sultry mischief, with a smattering of smugness thrown in for good measure. “Naral needs to be far more curious if he is to be effective in his position. He needs to develop a web of informants, as I have.”


    Taldan’s glare intensified. “You aren’t using Weis and Nie are you?”


    Hredeen scoffed. “The Shadows? Can you truly imagine them gossiping?”


    No, he couldn’t, but he was also cognizant that Hredeen hadn’t directly denied it.


    The concubine was as wily and hard to pin down as a bush-tailed zar.


    He would have to have a word with his two Shadows. He had thought them inviolable. Perhaps he had overestimated them, or perhaps he’d underestimated Hredeen’s web of information.


    “Well, Raine seemed genuine in his interest. I offered him any question to ask me.” He grimaced as Hredeen leaped on that.


    “Any question? And he asked you about buildings? Either he is a skilled actor or a genuine young man who is quite fascinated with architecture.”


    “I imagine that is the thing to ponder.” Taldan finally rose and began dressing. He was done with this conversation.


    Hredeen leaned back in the mussed bed covers and watched him dress with clear appreciation.


    “Yes. We’ll have to find a clear and definitive answer, won’t we?”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine straightened in the chair with a groan, easing stiff and aching muscles from the long hours he had been hunched over the papers, making notes and trying not to get pulled into the prince’s words so much that he forgot his purpose. His ribs still ached too, a deep burning that was hard to ignore.


    He was inside the library, his favorite place in the world. There was so little time. Tonight was the announcement of the next thinning of the candidate ranks down to twelve. He had no doubt that he would not be going on, and each moment was precious, each word he was reading priceless.


    His mind was flying with ideas with each new insight, and his fingers were cramped and aching from attempting to keep up with writing them all down.


    He had heard nothing more from Parsul, and he could admit to a bit of vicious satisfaction that his brother had not been able to continue his tirade. The fact that there had been no word from him was relieving and concerning in the same breath.


    Even if this incident had been revealed, and there had been murmurings of a law being broken, Raine could not imagine that there would be more than a mild chastisement in Parsul’s future. He was the empire’s territorial governor of Odenar, the one who ruled in the emperor’s name. A rank that was inviolate. At least in Odenar. It was less certain here, in this place of true power, but the fact was that, after tonight, Raine would be expected to return with Parsul. A return to the hellish existence he knew so well.


    He wanted to flee, wanted to disappear into the vast lands that comprised Anrodnes. Yet, he was well aware that there was no hope of success. He would stand out in this place of strangeness. He was so much shorter than the average citizen here, with black hair that marked him as foreign more clearly than anything else. His eyes were green, not a common color here at all.


    Perhaps there were countries to the north that were more varied, but here, in the capital, most were tall and blond, with dark blue eyes.


    He closed his eyes as he leaned back. Perhaps, if he had been more intelligent, he would have been researching the possibility of escape, information of all the surrounding lands and their people. Not still attempting to find a purpose in his own country.


    “You seem troubled,” a smooth, melodious voice said.


    He shot out of the chair and stumbled, landing in a tangled heap upon the library floor, grunting with pain as his ribs protested sharply.


    “Oh, dear. I apologize for startling you,” a man with purple eyes and gorgeous blond hair said. “I had not realized that you were so unaware of your surroundings.” There was not the slightest negative tone in the words, yet Raine felt that danger had slid into the library in a way that he had not felt here before, not even with Lord Naral, or even Prince Zaran.


    A hand was offered to him, and he took it gingerly, getting to his feet and flushing painfully as he realized the entire contingent of those within the library were staring, a taut silence holding everything in thrall.


    The man before him waved a negligent hand. “A small accident. I beg everyone to go back to what they were doing.” There was charm in the manner, and yet Raine felt chilled as beautiful eyes—where they truly purple?—met his.


    Everyone obeyed, for a wonder. Who was this man that held such power? No one that Raine had seen. No one that he had studied before his arrival here, in preparation for his task.


    The person was beyond beautiful in a way that seemed otherworldly, impossible. He was only slightly taller than Raine, and lithe, with the build of an acrobat or perhaps an athlete. Lean but coated with muscle. His casual stance held a hint of fire, of energy barely leashed, and although he was smiling, Raine felt there was a strange mix of warmth and intensity there in those eyes that watched him with deadly focus.


    His hair was very long, braided and looped in some sort of complicated pattern, looking like spun gold. Around his neck was an incredibly beautiful, incredibly valuable collar that hung down, splaying flat across his chest. A mosaic of precious gems and priceless metals, it was intricately linked, a treasure that could have bought an entire city if Raine’s dazed calculations were correct.


    He bowed hastily. “I apologize. I was caught up…”


    The man turned back to the table and traced a long, perfectly manicured finger over Raine’s notes. “So I see. You are fortunate to be able to view the imperial prince’s original writings. To my knowledge, you are the first one to do so.” The man’s tone was painfully neutral.


    Raine swallowed nervously, running a hand through his hair. “I am beyond grateful for his patience and kindness. I have not been the best guest in his home.”


    A fine eyebrow rose. “Oh? All I hear about is you, from the first day even.”


    Raine bit his lip, glanced away. “I am not a terribly social person, my lord. It seems from the time I got here that I have made nothing but missteps.”


    “I am no lord. You may call me Hredeen.” The smoothness of the tone and the challenging stare indicated that it was an honor to use that name regardless.


    Raine nodded. “As you wish. I am pleased to meet you, Hredeen.” He met that intense gaze with difficulty. “Is there something I can do to help you? Is this to do with the selection process tonight?”


    Hredeen seated himself again with a smooth grace that Raine longed to emulate. The man oozed sexual appeal, wore it like a cloak about him. His powerful aura made Raine even more uncomfortable than before.


    “Ah yes, the selection process. Tonight will see twelve candidates go home, tails between their legs.”


    Raine frowned, then cleared his throat. “I hardly think it is quite so dramatic. They were simply not right for the position of bondmate. I do not see that as a slur upon them. There can only be one, after all.”


    “And do you see yourself as that one?” Hredeen had put an elbow on the table and was resting his chin on his hand as he watched Raine, those eyes full of secrets. It was like attempting to see something through shifting curtains. Raine pitied anyone who underestimated this man, whatever his position might be here.


    He couldn’t help it, he burst out into a laugh, drawing frowns from others in the library. He put a hand over his mouth, but couldn’t help but keep smiling.


    “The one? No. I am proud and astonished that I have made it this far. I know that tonight I will be told to go home. Tomorrow…” He trailed off, the smile slipping away into wistful longing. “I just wish that I had had more time here.” He waved a hand to indicate the library. “You are so fortunate to have all this at your fingertips.”


    “So you are completely sure you will be turned down?”


    “Do you want a straight answer to that, or a politically embroidered one?” Raine met the stare head on, tired of the innuendo in this man’s words that he could not understand. He was plainspoken, always had been, and he was tired of being on the wrong foot here. The Choosing was over for him, and he had no reason to try to fit into any mold these people expected.


    There was a hint of surprise on Hredeen’s face, that expressive eyebrow rising once more.


    A slim hand waved slightly. “Oh, by all means, let’s hear the straight version.” The doubt in the words made Raine’s temper rise ever so slightly.


    “Forty-eight of us were chosen to come here. We all know that that was merely to placate each region, to make them believe that they were being fairly represented in this matter. That was quickly trimmed to twenty-four. I am sure that those who are making these selections have known for several days who they are going to choose for the twelve. They might even have ideas about the six. Let’s face it, I have given a negative impression from day one because I could not focus on the goal. My heart has never been in this competition, and I am sure it showed. Instead, I have roused concern in Lord Naral, Prince Zaran, and now you. If I had had a chance at the beginning, it is now long gone.”


    “Yet you have had the private attention of the imperial prince himself.”


    Raine touched his damaged ribs and then rolled up his sleeve, showing the intense bruising where Parsul had brutally held his wrist. “Do you truly believe that I would go through this in order to gain his attention?” He shook his head. “Perhaps that is the way this world works. I wouldn’t know. If there was a plan to gain His Imperial Highness’s attention, then it was not mine. The prince was kind enough to ignore that and give me aid. Beyond that, there was nothing.”


    “You do not seek the position at his side?”


    Raine attempted to ignore the clear skepticism. “Truthfully? I think it would be a slice of heaven itself to be his bondmate, to see his genius at work, day after day. But emotionally? I believe it would be a mistake to see this as anything but a traditional cultural expression. There will be nothing between the bondmate and the prince. Anyone who imagines that they can have power in that way is a fool.”


    Hredeen leaned back in the chair, a graceful, sultry sprawl that highlighted his beauty. He eyed Raine in silence for long moments, head tilted, regarding him with the look of a man working on a particularly problematic puzzle.


    “Your brother is power hungry,” he finally stated.


    Raine snorted softly. “He always has been. He seeks to use me to gain favors, if not here, then somewhere else. That is no surprise to anyone. I am his tool, but I am not a mindless tool. I have my own thoughts, my own wishes, simple though they might be.” He felt old defiance, almost forgotten rebellion rise up, stubbornness working to the surface.


    “Isnay has told me that you wish to remain here, go to college.” The neutrality in Hredeen’s tone had returned.


    Isnay was speaking to a great many people it seemed. Much though he liked the man, Raine was going to have to watch his words. He had to remember Isnay had loyalties, and they did not lie with Raine.


    “If I had free will, yes, I would remain here and immerse myself in learning. Then, once I knew enough, I would want to take it out into the field, actually see things built that I had designed.” He shrugged a little ruefully as he sank down into his chair that he had left so precipitously. “I love theory, but I am too practical to be content with that. I need to see it in reality as well.”


    “Word for word, that could describe the imperial prince.” Hredeen smirked, something cold lurking in his expression.


    “I will not retract my words.” Raine lifted his chin and met Hredeen look for look. “I fail to see how important this all is. One way or the other, I will be out of your sphere in the morning. You need not bother with me at all, or are you simply speaking to all those who will be leaving?”


    Hredeen leaned closer, and those eyes were mesmerizing, so beautiful as to be otherworldly, making Raine stare into them almost helplessly. “You intrigue me, Raine from Odenar.” He tilted his head, smiling, those pretty eyes flashing. “What is your secret?”


    Raine nearly flinched. “I don’t know what you mean.”


    Hredeen’s smile widened, but his stare hardened, became something fierce, like a warrior’s. “You do though, don’t you? Everyone has secrets. Even me. But perhaps your secret is that you are simply who you say you are. We shall see.” He shrugged and laughed gently. “I am certain we will be speaking again before you leave. Until then, blessings upon you.”


    He rose with that eerie grace, nodded once to Raine, and then turned and sauntered away. Raine stared at those hips, that ass, with clear appreciation, before shaking his head and turning back to his work.


    Well, that had been odd.


    It seemed that bricks were more susceptible to earthquake damage than wood or concrete…


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    “So, you wanted to know what I thought of Raine?” Hredeen lay sprawled over Zaran, head tucked under his chin, one finger tracing over his shoulder lazily.


    Prince Zaran grunted, barely able to think and certainly not wishing to talk of anything important. It was like his brains had melted out his ears.


    Hredeen was beyond talented. No one could argue that fact. His only true failing was that he liked to talk after sex.


    Zaran had no mind after sex.


    It was not a good combination, at least in Zaran’s estimation.


    “I talked to him today,” Hredeen continued smoothly. “Or perhaps confronted him would be a better description.”


    Zaran’s bleary thoughts ground to a halt. “What?”


    Hredeen tilted his head back and kissed his chin. “Yes. I spoke to him. Long story short, I think he is the one.”


    Zaran blinked. “Why are we talking again?” If there was a whine to his tone, he felt it was justified. There should be a law against talking about anything important while sex-stunned.


    “Because you’re going to have to get up and go to that meeting with Naral, and you are going to make sure that Raine is on the list of twelve remaining candidates.”


    It took effort, but Zaran managed to raise his hand to cover his face, blocking out the world for a precious moment.


    “It’s that late?” He sounded pitiful even to his own ears.


    “It’s that late.” There was absolutely no compassion or mercy evident. Hredeen rolled off him, making Zaran shiver at the chill that replaced pleasant warmth.


    Reluctantly, Zaran forced himself up until he sat on the thick carpet, looking mournfully at his clothes scattered hither and yon around him. It would have been so nice to just relax with Hredeen, particularly in his own rooms. It was rare that the concubine would consent to having sex anywhere but the harem itself, for what reason Zaran could never quite discover.


    Hredeen urged him to his feet, helped him dress, but he was still feeling a touch surly when all was said and done.


    “What in the gods’ name makes you think that Raine could possibly be the one my brother should choose?” The young man was interesting to be sure, but there was far too much question as to his purpose.


    Hredeen’s eyes narrowed. “You worry of his purpose? Do you think any of the others are any better? Each one knows nothing of Taldan. Each one hopes for power. Raine is no worse than any of them.”


    Not for the first time, Zaran wondered if Hredeen was a bit of a mind reader. The pure empathy that the other man displayed so easily could certainly lead one to believe it. That empathy was part of the reason that he was so desired, so attractive to so many.


    When he had come into their lives eight years ago, chosen by Taldan for the imperial harem, they could never have predicted the impact he would have upon them all. Zaran personally believed that he had brought all of them to a better mindset, a more balanced way of dealing with things and coping with their own warped emotional upbringing. Somehow, even his brother let down the emotionless mask of cold logic when he was with Hredeen.


    “Do you believe in my intuition or not?” Hredeen was known for his calm demeanor, but he was full of snark if you got him going. Obviously he felt Zaran was being obtuse.


    He could be right.


    “I believe in it completely. I just have problems with this whole matter. I don’t want anyone close to my brother that we do not trust completely.”


    “Raine believes that the bondmate will have nothing to do with him.” Hredeen was dressing slowly, covering miles of bare skin that Zaran could not take his eyes off, even sated as he was.


    He had to struggle to focus on what Hredeen was saying. “Well, that matches what he told me. How did he come to that conclusion?”


    “He’s smart. More intelligent than I think he feels comfortable revealing. I don’t think his intelligence is revered back home.” Hredeen pulled the soft, flowing shirt over his head and turned to face Zaran, his teasing expression gone, a serious note to his voice. “I believe that he will fit in best, annoy Taldan the least. He is not expecting anything out of this bonding, except perhaps for the honor of remaining here and attending college.”


    “He’s that intelligent?” Zaran wondered what he and Naral were missing in their assessment of the young lord from Odenar. Perhaps their initial prejudice had blinded them to possibilities. If so, then Hredeen was infinitely more equipped to judge suitability.


    “It is evident that he holds a lot back. Given his background, and judging by his brother, I can completely see why. I think he would bloom here, and his behavior and eagerness to learn could be less of a burden to Taldan. And there is something else about him… Something that has not been fully revealed.” The concubine shook his head, frowning. “Nothing evil, but I can’t shake the feeling that there is far more to the young would-be scholar.”


    “There are a few candidates that Naral and I feel might be a match. For tradition’s sake, we have to choose twelve tonight, but in reality, we have only marked four as possibilities. Raine was not among them.”


    “I ask you to reconsider. Add him to the twelve. If the others are simply fill-ins to make up numbers, then you should have no difficulty exchanging a name.” Hredeen leaned down to kiss him, a swift peck that gave no satisfaction at all. “Now get up and go do your duty.”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    The meal was almost eerily silent. No one spoke, and tension was high, making it difficult to find an appetite. As if that were not enough, his brother’s place at the next table remained empty. Raine’s assumption that Parsul would receive a slap on the wrist because of his position was sliding into true concern.


    Isnay’s whisper of “Lord Naral wishes to speak to you after the meal,” as they walked to supper now took on dark overtones.


    He shivered, the last of his appetite fleeing. Parsul would be in a foul mood indeed if things had not gone in his favor. Always conscious of rank, he would be incensed at anything he considered an insult. Surely this qualified, not being allowed to attend the evening meal with the others. Certainly there were many glances at the empty spot and much whispering at the lower table where the relatives and representatives sat.


    Raine finally ceased pushing his food around and put his fork down, stomach churning with nerves.


    The return journey to their home would be a nightmare.


    His attention diverted when Lord Naral rose to his feet, paper in hand. The tension in the hall rose.


    “Here are the names of the twelve candidates who will remain. Those who are not chosen, we thank you for your time and wish you safe journey back home.”


    Naral began to read out the names, his tone smooth and neutral, never indicating in any way that some might be favored more than others.


    “And lastly, Lord Raine of Odenar.”


    Raine’s thoughts froze. He blinked disbelievingly, his gaze jerking up to meet Naral’s cool stare. He dimly took note of the heated glares of those who had been turned away, but he was too stunned to take in the malice that was clearly displayed.


    He was staying, if only for a week longer. A week. His face lit up as he considered how much he could achieve, the extra hours spent in the library.


    A week felt like a lifetime of hope.


    That thought was followed by the realization that he could no longer ignore how Parsul had been conspicuously absent since the “incident.” Raine had relished every moment that his brother had not called him to his side, but this length of time showed that something far more important than his own fears was happening. He needed to find out the truth of what had happened to his brother.


    He waited until the end of the meal, watching as people swarmed around Lord Naral, demanding answers, asking questions, a loud melee. He hung back until it had quieted somewhat, then went to stand at the back of the group, waiting patiently for his turn.


    At last, Naral turned to him, a grim slant to his mouth that made Raine’s heart sink. “You, I need to speak to. Come with me.”


    The other candidates threw him smug looks at the man’s cold tone. Raine simply held his chin up and followed in silence and without protest.


    Two guards outside the doors of the hall fell in behind them, and Raine tensed. Perhaps they were going to arrest him as well. Is that truly what had happened to Parsul? Had he been thrown into a cell for the assault? How furious he must be with Raine right now…


    They entered a small side room, and Naral motioned to the guards to remain outside as he closed the door.


    There was a single table and two chairs within the space, nothing else.


    Lord Naral motioned to Raine to sit with an impatient wave of his hand, his expression not lightening in the least.


    “Sit. I have little time for this, so I want your answers quickly and concisely. Am I clear?”


    Raine nodded as he perched on the edge of the chair tentatively.


    “Your brother is currently under arrest, confined to his rooms. I am somewhat surprised that you have not questioned his absence.” Naral sounded contemptuous.


    “If you had been abused for years, my lord, would you miss your abuser?” Raine countered quietly.


    Naral eyed him for a moment before shaking his head. “I see your point. Coming from a close-knit family, I find it hard to believe that two brothers could be so at odds.”


    “Where I come from, it’s more the norm than an oddity, my lord. Those of Odenar are noted for their ambitious desires that lead to in-family fighting.”


    Naral grimaced. “Remind me never to go there.” He turned a gimlet stare upon Raine. “Yet you expect me to believe that you are different than your countrymen?”


    Raine shrugged helplessly. “I just know I have always stood out, been mocked for my lack of political ambition. Whether that makes me weak or perhaps just different, I don’t really know. Before my trip here, I had never encountered another culture to measure myself against. My father, and now my brother, made quite sure that I was to always be kept close to hand. They didn’t want to lose a bargaining tool.” He attempted to keep the bitterness out of the words, but it still leaked through.


    “We need your testimony to charge him,” Naral said bluntly.


    Raine’s thoughts ground to a panicked halt.


    Testify? Against Parsul?


    “No. Absolutely not.” His answer was swift, his fingers tightening on the arm of the chair until the wood creaked under the pressure.


    Naral leaned over the table, his expression incredulous. “You would let his actions stand when you have the power to see him pay for what he did?”


    Raine shot to his feet and met the man eye to eye.


    “You have no idea what you are asking! You may have laws here that protect the innocent. Those laws do not exist with Odenar. He is the leader of the country, and you expect me to be the one to see him in prison here? There would be uprisings in the streets in my homeland! Are you prepared to deal with that?”


    Raine was barely aware of the door opening, and the two guards stepping inside at his raised voice.


    “Are you a coward then, to let this go, when you could see justice done?” Naral sneered.


    Raine narrowed his eyes and leaned closer. “Are you a fool then, to not understand what your actions could precipitate? Your world here, your way of life, your laws, are far from Odenar, far from what my people accept and are.” He turned away, ran a weary hand through his hair, leaving it in disarray. “Such an action might bring justice to me, but I will not accept that at a cost to my people.” He spread his arms wide. “Will you arrest me for speaking plainly? For insulting you?” He crossed his wrists and held them out. “I am ready for whatever ‘justice’ that might involve, but you will not force me to take action that I know to be full of consequences.”


    Naral glared at him, then slowly straightened. “You will remain here. Do not attempt to leave.”


    Raine swept into a mocking bow. He could not help himself. The wildness that so often got him into trouble at home seemed to rise up and overcome all sense.


    He sank down into the chair and crossed his arms, staring at Naral with implacable stubbornness. His injured ribs throbbed painfully but his expression held nothing that could be used against him.


    Naral’s jaw muscle twitched, then he turned on his heel and left, guards in tow, the door closing with exquisite gentleness that was at odds with the moment.


    Raine stewed in his righteousness for long moments before his mind caught up to his actions and he groaned, dropping his head into his hands and slumping forward on the table.


    When would he learn to watch his words, corral his actions into something approximating sense?


    The faint hope that they might let him remain in Persis for schooling had just gone up in flames, and he had lit the match.


    He focused on breathing. Thinking. Going over what had just happened. He knew he was right. That much was certain. Was he a coward for not wanting his brother in chains?


    Perhaps. But then those who were judging him did not have the experiences he had endured. Survival made for a different mindset altogether. There was nothing they could offer him here that would take the fear of Parsul away. At the end of the day, his brother owned him, and that was not likely to change any time soon.


    Once their ship left the harbor to return home, as would happen sooner or later, he would be at his brother’s nonexistent mercy. Even if Parsul were forced to stay here in the capital city in a dungeon cell, Raine’s other brothers would be waiting back in Odenar, and they had no more mercy than Parsul himself.


    It might be an ideal and wonderful world here, but it was not, nor ever would be, his.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Naral stormed into Taldan’s laboratory, startling one of the apprentices into dropping a vial of medicine. The glass shattered into bright shards that littered the floor, the green mixture pooling over the tiles.


    Taldan raised his head slowly, trying to bring his thoughts into present time, one long finger marking the place he had been writing. He did not allow annoyance to take root in him, but one glance at Naral’s face was enough. He turned to the apprentices. “Leave. We will continue later.” His tone was calm, cool, and his apprentices nodded in silence, slightly wide-eyed but obedient all the same.


    No one entered the prince’s lab without express permission. Nobody.


    The door closed behind the others, and Taldan swiveled on his stool to face his companion. He raised a brow in silent query, watching in silence as Naral paced the confines of the room, absentmindedly avoiding the broken glass with each pass.


    Naral was hot tempered at the best of times, but it normally took a lot to get him to this level.


    “I can’t do this!” Naral announced.


    Taldan leaned back on one elbow, his second eyebrow rising to match the first. This was temper of a level seldom seen. What could have…?


    “That…schemer…has got to go!”


    Ah. The candidate from Odenar. It had to be. No one else seemed to get Naral’s blood up and his claws out like the young Lord Raine.


    “Now. Now he has insulted me to my face!” Naral whirled on his heel, glaring at Taldan as though he fully blamed the imperial heir for the entire mess.


    Taldan felt a faint start of surprise. The young man had not seemed to have the backbone to stand up for anything, much less insult Naral.


    “If he was scheming, then insulting you does not seem a method guaranteed to produce the results he would be aiming for.” His dry tone seemed to incite Naral further, his friend throwing his arms up and pacing in a frenetic circle.


    “He won’t testify against his brother.”


    Taldan rose to his feet and began to file away several of the books stacked on his desk. If he was going to be interrupted, he might as well fill the time with something constructive. “Did you truly expect him to testify?”


    Naral drew to an abrupt halt, outrage evident in every pore. “Damn right I did!”


    “Well then, it is completely evident that you have never dealt with those who have been abused.” Taldan reached for two more books, pleased at the space it created upon his desk.


    “Yes, I agree he’s a victim of abuse…”


    Taldan turned on his heel to face him, holding a hand up to halt Naral’s words.


    “No. I do not approve the use of the word ‘victim.’ It creates a mindset in both abuser and abused that is not at all healthy or correct. Those who have gone through such atrocities need to understand that they are strong, that there is a path past what was done to them. They must know that it is always possible for the abuser to control their actions. Always. No matter what that abuser might use as an excuse, particularly when they attempt to attach the blame to those they have harmed. Abusing is a choice.”


    Naral bowed his head, looking regretful. “I apologize. I have read many of your works, I know this already. That was a foolish term to use.”


    Taldan put a hand upon his shoulder, steered him across the room to where a fireplace heated the space with several comfortable chairs arranged in front of it. He nudged Naral down into one of them before going to the sideboard to pour them a glass of wine. He handed a full glass to his friend and then sank down into the comfort of his favorite chair, beautifully worn to fit his form perfectly. Shabby it might have become, but he refused to have it replaced. This place held all his comforts, and it was here that he often had his greatest insights on various matters.


    “So, what terrible name did Raine Yoldis fling at you to elicit such temper on your part? You are normally better controlled than that. This young man is really having a very negative effect upon you.” He sipped his wine and eyed his companion over the rim.


    To his surprise, Naral flushed a little, barely visible beneath his suntanned golden skin, and glared down into his wine as though it had personally offended him.


    Taldan let the silence do its own work. Naral had never been able to stand up to Taldan’s tactic.


    “He called me a fool,” Naral finally burst out irately.


    Taldan frowned in growing affront. One did not call out the imperial prince’s companion in such a manner, even if he was known to certainly own up to the slur on occasion.


    “You were discussing the possibility of Lord Raine testifying?” he asked. “Then Raine called you a fool?”


    Naral fiddled with the hem of his tunic for a moment before he tossed back the wine with a single gulp. He wiped his lips, drawing a deep breath. “I might have called him a coward.”


    Taldan sucked in a breath. “Did I teach you nothing? You say that you have read my works, listened to my speeches, yet you would attempt to manipulate someone, shame them into doing as you wish? I am not pleased, Naral. His response makes complete sense now that you have told me that. He has the perfect right to call you a fool. I am tempted to name you that myself.”


    Naral let his head thunk against the back of the chair. “I don’t know why I said it. I have dealt with assaults before, been completely supportive to those who underwent such a thing. Yet with this…Raine…I cannot be around him without judging him, seeing only what I first assumed. This is a problem, Taldan. Maybe you should find someone else to work with Zaran. I don’t seem to have the least amount of emotional distance in this.”


    Taldan watched him silently, then shook his head. “I need you. I need Zaran. Along with Isnay. Now Hredeen is in the mix I hear. Is the whole harem planning on interviewing Raine?”


    Naral snorted wearily. “Gods forbid. I would almost pay to watch that. I just seem to misstep with him, and I can’t quite figure out why, if my instincts are faulty, or right on target.”


    “Have you ever heard of Hredeen’s instincts being wrong?” Taldan swirled the wine over his tongue before slowly swallowing. This was a pricey vintage, but so worth the cost.


     Naral gave a rueful grin, shaking his head. “Never. I don’t think he’s quite human to tell you the truth! A sex god perhaps, come to grace us with his presence.”


    Taldan gave a small smile. “If you can’t trust your own instincts, follow his. Maybe next time you speak to Raine, you need to have Hredeen at your side.”


    “That would never work. Can you think clearly when he’s next to you?” Naral challenged.


    “I don’t think with my cock, thank you.” Taldan could not prevent a laugh escaping. Naral was so good for him, always had been. Brought him out of his head and to a place of friendship and warmth that he would never have experienced without him at his side. Loyal to a fault, he had persevered even when Taldan had first attempted to chase him away with harsh words and a cold shoulder.


    Fortunately, Naral could be as persistent as the hells when he wanted to be. He had stuck by Taldan through thick and thin. He was not put off by Taldan’s logical, emotionless approach to life either. Taldan only hoped that they could weather the pitfalls of him becoming emperor.


    “So I can do nothing about Lord Parsul Yoldis then?” Naral sounded resigned and disgusted in equal measure.


    “I will speak to Lord Parsul myself.” Taldan finished his wine and rose to his feet. “You need to send Isnay to speak to Raine. At least I trust your cousin to be diplomatic in his dealings.” He sent a chiding glance to his friend.


    Naral rubbed the back of his neck before nodding reluctantly. “Might be best.”


     


     


     


    Taldan could hear Parsul before he saw him. As he approached the guest quarters where the Lord of Odenar had been held, he could hear the man’s voice raised, his angry words echoing out into the hallway. The two massive guards who had been assigned to keep him contained nodded to Taldan respectfully as they opened the door for him.


    He swept into the room, Nie and Weis at his heels, and coolly appraised the situation. He had sent one of his diplomats in earlier to prepare Parsul for Taldan’s arrival, but apparently, things were not going well.


    The diplomat, Pastan, a close friend of Isnay’s, turned to bow to Taldan, a fist against his heart in the manner of all those who lived within the emperor’s palace as he acknowledged his imperial prince.


    Parsul whirled on his heel, ready to spew yet more vitriol before realizing who he faced. Face paling, he dropped to one knee, as was proper for a relative stranger.


    Taldan paused in front of him, using silence as his weapon, before he moved away and seated himself in a chair near the window, where Parsul would have to squint to see his expression clearly. Nie and Weis took their places slightly behind him, at each shoulder. They drew their swords, placing the point on the floor between their boots, their backs straight and tall, their veils and cowls hiding any expression they might have.


    As always, their mere presence would send bolts of superstitious fear through those that viewed them. It was always useful, that reaction.


    “Rise.” The chill in his tone made it clear that he was not at all pleased with the man before him.


    Parsul rose to his feet, keeping his eyes firmly upon the floor. “Your Imperial Highness…”


    “No. You will not speak. You will listen, as you seem so incapable of respecting my chosen diplomat. Your disrespect for the laws that exist here has gotten you into a concerning place, Lord Yoldis. You have been held here, on my personal orders, until this mess could be cleared up.”


    Parsul’s jaw twitched, his compulsion to speak obviously almost overcoming his sense.


    Taldan watched, waiting, daring the man to disobey his order to remain silent. He found himself hoping that Parsul would do exactly that. Disrespect to the imperial prince was considered only a step down from insulting the emperor himself. Their laws were very clear on that matter.


    That was all that would be needed to rid the world of this violent, coarse man. But Parsul managed to hold his tongue.


    A shame.


    “The matter has come before me,” Taldan continued, “and you can count yourself fortunate. It is not your title that has saved you, but your brother himself. He has refused to press charges against you.”


    Parsul’s head jerked up, first rage, then calculation glinting in his eyes.


    Taldan leaned back, hands open and relaxed upon the arms of the chair. “You may speak, but watch your words. You are riding the edge of my patience.”


    Parsul bowed his head respectfully, then attempted to meet Taldan’s gaze. He only lasted a moment before his eyes slid away. “I apologize deeply for any problems that my brother has given you, Your Imperial Highness. Since he has undoubtedly worn out his welcome here and been rejected for the Choosing, I will take him back home with me and ensure that he understands the consequences of his actions.” The words practically oozed unctuousness.


    “How very noble of you. Considering that you were the one who assaulted your brother, your assurances of consequences give me concern for Lord Raine’s wellbeing.” Taldan’s tone held all the warmth of ice itself. Did this fool truly believe that he could not see past the posturing?


    “He has always been a wild child, Your Imperial Highness, difficult and sullen. Without the slightest gratitude for his station in life and how it grants him privileges. After our father’s death, it fell to me to raise him, and it, in no way, has been easy.”


    “Yet you brought him here as a candidate to be my Chosen. Is that an insult?”


    Parsul swallowed hard, then summoned a somewhat weak smile. “He was all I had to offer, and I knew that a man such as yourself, powerful, intelligent, would be able to handle him should he step out of line.”


    Taldan’s eyes narrowed, and Parsul paled further, falling silent.


    That such a man could be the leader of Odenar begged the question of how, exactly, that country was doing, financially, culturally. The reports that they received… Did they have the least bit of truth behind them?


    “I am sending you back home, Lord Parsul.” He held up a hand when Parsul began to gush platitudes. “Lord Raine will not be accompanying you.”


    Parsul’s jaw dropped, and he looked ready to argue, displaying once again how little he understood his precarious position. Taldan needed to set him straight.


    “Contrary to your assumptions, your brother was indeed one of the twelve chosen. He will remain here. You, on the other hand, will be leaving. With you, I will be sending a cohort of my soldiers along with several diplomats. We will be investigating your province, Lord Parsul Yoldis. I am concerned that our laws are not being followed. You might be the furthest of our conquered territories, but you are not exempt from our rules.”


    Parsul looked ready to faint, all traces of argument dying away into deep fear. A sign that Taldan was right to chart this course of action. Something was very wrong in the outer territory.


    “You will cooperate fully, Lord Yoldis, or the empire will find another to take your place. One of our own, and I assure you, such a person would ensure that all laws are fully enacted.”


    He rose to his feet and stared down at the man who practically cowered before him now, panic in every line of him.


    “You brought this on yourself. Not that you will believe that or even understand it, but it is truth. I have no patience with foolishness, and you will find that when I take the throne, I am no less merciless than my father. I take action, as you are now aware. Watch your step. You have brought yourself to my attention, and that, as many will tell you, is not a good thing.”


    He glanced at Pastan. “I want you and your group to be the ones to do this for me. You will leave in the morning.”


    The diplomat bowed in silence, but there was a faint smile of anticipation on his lips as he glanced at Parsul.


    It was clear that he would enjoy his role in cutting the pompous ass down to size.


    Taldan left the room, already making mental notes.


    He flagged down a servant passing by, the man bowing painfully low at this sudden attention from his prince. “Find Lord Naral, send him to my rooms immediately.”


    “Yes, Your Imperial Highness.” The man trotted off at a brisk pace.


    Once more, Taldan could not help wondering how much like his brothers Raine truly was. He shook his head and continued on, the silent Shadows in his wake, ever vigilant.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


    Raine


     


    Raine slowly raised his head as the door opened.


    He was worn out, resigned to his fate. No matter which way he turned in this place, he was in the wrong, misunderstood.


    Rather like home, really. He just wished he could have made a better impression, could have been considered for schooling.


    Isnay stepped into the room, and Raine rose abruptly to his feet. The man was smiling gently. Raine’s heart pounded with sudden hope, hope that had seemed miles away a moment ago.


    “Things have improved greatly, my lord, since Lord Naral spoke to you. The imperial prince himself has had a hand in this. Your brother is being sent back…” He laid a hand on Raine’s shoulder as Raine swayed, face paling. “You will be remaining here, at least until the next Choosing. I will be doing my best to ensure that it is longer than that. That you will be able to take schooling here, but that is in the wind at the moment. That you are remaining behind is the most important factor.”


    Raine felt a rush of emotion so powerful it almost sent him to his knees. He had to bite back a sob, had to clench his jaw and blink his eyes rapidly to fight back tears.


    He reached out and took Isnay’s hand in his, gently, carefully.


    “I cannot ever thank you enough. This is every dream I have ever possessed, rolled into one wondrous moment. I will do whatever is needed. Anything, anything at all.” His voice quavered alarmingly.


    Isnay’s expression softened further, a quiet sort of support that let him have his emotion and yet retain pride. It was more than anyone else had ever gifted him.


    “I am the head diplomat, Raine. I apologize for never having told you that.”


    Raine flinched. “I am deeply sorry if I ever treated you badly…”


    Isnay smiled softly. “You have never been anything but polite.”


    “There is more.” Isnay’s face flowed into a more serious demeanor. “The High Prince is sending imperial soldiers back to Odenar, along with a group of diplomats. A personal friend of mine will be leading them, and I know for a fact that he will quite enjoy putting your brother in his place.”


    Raine froze, shocked. For imperial forces to be sent into a conquered territory, it showed a lack of faith in the leadership. His brother had brought far more down on his head than an assault charge. It would signal to all countries that the empire was not pleased with Odenar. He wanted to tell Isnay what Parsul had planned, about the possible invasion to seize the illenium mines in Bhantan, but the words would not come. That final abandonment of foolish loyalty to what his brother represented would not allow him to speak. With any luck, these newcomers would find out regardless, and he would not need to sever that last link with home. There was no way his brothers would risk the invasion with imperial diplomats and soldiers in Odenar, so perhaps this turn of events had saved many lives.


    Besides, survival demanded silence.


    Still, there could be warnings.


    “Please, warn your friend,” Raine said. “There are those who would harm him, given half a chance, protection of the empire or not.”


    “He was a soldier before he joined me in the diplomatic corp. He is quite able to protect himself, but the soldiers will be at his back, and they are expecting trouble. This particular cohort is only sent in if there are rumors of rebellion or other major issues. They will be ready.”


    Raine nodded, then glanced down at his hands, vaguely realizing they were shaking ever so slightly. This was so surreal.


    “I insulted Lord Naral,” he finally said. “Surely I must face some sort of punishment for that fact.”


    “That is a separate issue, and yes, something will come of it, but that will not change that you are staying here. I will be speaking with him and will inform you of what will happen.”


    Raine nodded jerkily. This was all too much in a day.


    “Come. Let’s get you to your room. I think a good, long sleep might be in order after everything that has happened.”


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Prince Taldan wrote out his orders in a flowing, beautiful script that most scribes, experienced though they might be, would never be able to emulate. Naral watched in silence, unwilling to disturb his friend’s thought processes.


    Worry pleated his brow. He had not foreseen this development, and it was always a thing of tension when troops were sent into an area. There had been no negative reports from Odenar in the twenty-two years since its defeat, and perhaps that should have been a red flag.


    He and Taldan had met with the emperor earlier in the day, and the matter was discussed thoroughly, though Emperor Demarin had made it clear that Taldan had made the proper decision in the matter and that he was content with the current actions being sufficient. The emperor was slowly handing over the reins to his heir, and it was strange to listen and realize that in everything but name, Taldan was, in fact, the emperor. Certainly he was living the role far sooner than anticipated.


    Naral wondered if perhaps he was worrying for nothing. This all seemed very small, very unlikely to become anything major or threatening. Just a case of a country not adopting the full range of cultural and legal changes that were expected by the empire after an invasion.


    On paper, that transition all looked so smooth. That was why Odenar had finally, two years ago, been given more autonomy in reward. Twenty years had seemed enough time to loosen the chains.


    Had they been wrong?


    Naral chewed a nail. This, of all times, when Taldan was about to step into being emperor. A time of change and growth and learning for them all. A poor time for conflict of any sort.


    There had been relative peace for fifteen years now, after the last country had joined Anrodnes willingly, eager to be part of the protection and economic richness of the largest known country.


    It would not last. Such things never did. For the moment though, Taldan could focus on his research and learning, something that soothed the restless fire that characterized his soul.


    Naral gave a rueful smile. His friend had spent a lifetime perfecting his cold, expressionless persona that his father demanded.


    It was only his studies and immersion in fascinating subjects that kept him able to display the behavior that was demanded.


    The very magic that had been granted so long ago to those who ruled Anrodnes demanded a soul of fire and force.


    Naral found it ironic that somewhere along the trail of ancestors, someone had chosen to become a being of ice.


    Soon, soon his friend would receive that “gift” of magic from his father, in an intensely guarded ceremony. A time when the magic that resided deep within Taldan would finally rise to the surface, brought to life by Demarin’s transfer of the full Illumitae.


    Naral hoped, selfishly, that it did not change Taldan into something as terrifying as his father.


    The emperor was not anyone that a person could ever get used to, regardless of whether they lived within the palace walls or not. The sense of power that floated around him like a miasma left him a solitary and frightening figure. The metal mask he wore was terrifyingly cold and emotionless.


    Emperor Demarin had never married. Both Taldan and Zaran had been born from a favorite concubine in his harem. In fact, there had never been an empress in the history of Anrodnes. The emperors ruled alone.


    There had only been their bondmates, their Chosen. Some were famous, their loyalty and love for their emperor things of legend and song. Some had faded away into history as mere footnotes, nothing truly known of their life or their relationship with the one they had been essentially forced to bond with.


     Naral had a difficult time imagining anyone at Taldan’s side. He was so self-sufficient. So remote. There were a select few that he allowed close. Beyond them, his world was closed off. Beyond the borders of the capital, Persis, few had ever seen him. When he became emperor, portraits would be sent to every city, every major town, to display the new ruler. Taldan himself did not travel beyond the city limits, and Naral had always been concerned by that fact.


    It was not that Taldan was uninformed of what occurred elsewhere. He had a network of informants that traveled the vast reaches of Anrodnes constantly, keeping fingers on the pulse of the country. Naral just felt like his friend had never truly lived. He existed in a world of learning and theory, experimentation and discovery.


    It was not life. The imperial heir had never traveled to the ocean, seen the waves in a storm, felt the power and been awed by its terrible beauty. He had never seen the mountains, or pitted his strength against their slopes, arriving breathless and triumphant upon their peak and staring down at the world beneath as though he were more than mortal.


    He had not gone swimming in the beautiful lakes of their region, cool water sliding over his skin, a relief from the summer heat. He had never scuffed through the leaves of autumn, reveling in the color and sheer variety of shades and shapes.


    Naral shook his head ruefully. His friend had studied samples of every tree in existence, knew more about them than any forester, yet he did not understand the greatness of them, had never experienced a forest, it’s cool, mysterious depths and the sense of life and age it exuded.


    Before he became emperor, Demarin had known every inch of Anrodnes, had fought in battles in his father’s name. He had experienced a great deal before the day when he was crowned, and his freedoms ended.


    No one knew the origins of the tradition, but now, in respect to safety, once made emperor, a man never left the capital again. Like a spider in the middle of a vast web, he was expected to rule from Persis.


    Naral had never understood it. Never wanted to. Such a life of constriction seemed more like a prison sentence than a sign of power.


    Taldan took the role of imperial prince to such extremes that he was already imprisoned, as though he had become emperor long before his time. It was difficult to watch, difficult to accept. Naral had spent half his life trying to persuade Taldan into experiences, but the prince held no interest in the outside world.


    Time was running out. Naral knew that the day of the crowning ceremony would be the end of all hope for Taldan to ever be free. Just once, he wanted his friend to travel with him, see the wonders that lay beyond the rigid, human made constructs of Persis.


    Perhaps the right bondmate might aid the cause, be a new voice in Naral’s quest. They would have to be strong, confident, with the life experience to balance Taldan’s lack. That person could not be Raine Yoldis. With his background of abuse and gentle nature, Taldan would run roughshod over him, without anything of respect.


    There were several better prospects to be had, and he was impatient for the following week when the twelve would be narrowed to the six. Then Taldan could begin to spend time with each one, make his own decisions. There was a prince from Sarna, possessing an ancient bloodline to rival Taldan’s own, along with an impressive intelligence. A bard of considerable fame, whose sexual nature and ability to see the world with such clarity just might bring Taldan to do the same. The heir to a shipping dynasty, who had traveled the world, holding the ability to captain any vessel of his father’s vast fleet. He had the worldliness, a wealthy enough background to feel comfortable amid the empire’s elite, along with an amusing and lively personality.


    Those four he felt the most confidence in.


    More than anything, he wanted Taldan to find someone to hold his heart, for him to understand what love was, when he had never encountered it from his father and the frozen, expressionless mask he always wore. Those who had raised the imperial heir had been ordered to give him no affection in order to “toughen” him up. Cold, emotionless logic had been praised above all else, certainly above love and friendship. It had worked, despite all Naral had secretly done to counter it. It worked so well that Taldan was not complete, a shell of humanity.


    All that intelligence, power, personality, molded into something almost inhuman. A machine of productivity.


    A perfect emperor perhaps, but never a whole man.


    Naral wanted more for him. Wanted more for Zaran as well. Zaran, he had high hopes for. As the second prince, he would be the voice of the emperor once his brother gained the throne. Then Naral would ensure that Zaran truly lived. The younger prince had been confined here in the capital city, kept safe, in case his brother never made it to the throne, but now, now he had a chance to move beyond this gilded prison.


    If he could not save Taldan, then he would at least damn well see Zaran free.


    He thanked every god in existence for his own childhood, secure, loving, safe. It was the foundation that kept him sane in the viper’s nest of the court. He knew what the reality was beyond the ornamental gates of the city, having come from the far north, his father ruling the northern territories in the emperor’s name. He was the closest confidante of Emperor Demarin, having fought beside him when Demarin had been the imperial prince. They had formed a lasting accord that Naral personally thought seemed more like an unbreakable friendship, though Demarin would certainly never vocalize that thought, perhaps couldn’t even understand the concept.


    Naral’s father, General Rhodnar, had always been a generous, outspoken, intense man, and he loved his three sons and two daughters with that same intensity. His mother, tiny, ruling the household with effortless ease, did not spare discipline but followed it with gentle advice and loads of love. Naral admired both of them, and after having come to court when he was fourteen and meeting Taldan as a potential companion, he had realized how very fortunate he had been in his parents.


    He only wished the same for his two princes.


    Taldan spoke, pulling Naral out of his worried thoughts. “I told Isnay to make sure Raine is one of the six,” Taldan mentioned absently, signing his name with a flourish and wiping the quill down with careful strokes.


    Naral’s head jerked up. That was exactly what he had been waiting to ask about. He had imagined that they would be waiting until the following week so that they could legitimately send both Parsul and Raine back to their country, tails between their legs.


    He wanted both of them gone.


    “But…”


    “I think that, in the end, I will invite Raine to remain here and study. He seems an intelligent young man, and given his background, would no doubt be grateful for the reprieve from his family. In the future, perhaps I will make him someone of importance in Odenar, perhaps even governor there in Lord Parsul’s place. His gratitude could be of use in creating unbreakable loyalty and binding the territory closer to Anrodnes.”


    “You are not considering Lord Raine as a Chosen then?”


    Taldan frowned and leaned back in his chair, seriously pondering the matter for some time. “At this point, no. That could change after I spend time with him, but he seems too tentative for my liking.”


    Naral relaxed. It seemed his choices had hit the mark of what Taldan might seek in a bondmate.


    Prince Zaran had been correct in his own assessments, and together, they had already come to know which three would be the final candidates. It seemed like this Choosing might finally be brought to a satisfying conclusion, without any further confusions and frustrations.


    He hoped.


    Then he could focus on the security issue that Odenar had presented. If necessary, he would travel there himself to see the situation, or at least send his most trusted men in his stead. Either way, this would swiftly be dealt with. Anrodnes did not hesitate to crush those that tried to disturb the order and peace that had been hard won.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER EIGHT


     


    Raine


     


    Raine was so wonderstruck that he couldn’t even walk. He was standing in the grand bazaar of Persis. He had read about it, imagined it, but never dreamed that he would actually be here.


    The smells—an array of foods and spices, the scents of the fish market, flower stalls, sweets, perfumes. The sounds—hawkers calling their wares, the shouts of delivery drivers maneuvering their carts through the tightly pressed crowd, the cacophony of voices of people going about their day, an array of languages most of which he had never heard before. The sights—brightly colored flags and pennons denoting the various grouped types of stalls, the wide array of ethnic clothing on the customers, vivid bolts of cloth for sale, vegetables and fruits that he could not name, fish he had never seen before.


    It was wondrous and overwhelming. He wanted to see everything at once, wanted to wallow in this place that seemed to embody all the diversity and advancement that Anrodnes represented.


    Isnay was patient, his small smiles and frequent explanations understanding and almost fond. This man he had known only a few days felt more like a friend than he had ever known. He did not scorn Raine for his peculiarities. He did not attempt to put him down as a newcomer, a stranger to the immensity of trade that happened in this massive city. Certainly Odenar had its own trade centers, but nothing like this, nothing that showcased so many ways of life and business, so many representatives of the many countries and ethnicities that comprised Anrodnes.


    Odenar did not encourage strangers to settle within their borders. Here, it seemed everyone was welcomed, encouraged. There were so many conversations around him, several just in his vicinity in which the speakers were obviously not versed in each other’s language, yet were laughing at their mistakes and continuing to try. It was a complex mosaic of people and trade, with no visible borders of prejudice to hold them apart.


    He wandered, with Isnay at his shoulder, watching in fascination, stopping to listen to foreign languages, their sounds strange and yet beautiful even though he could not understand a word of it. Skin colors ranging from the black of black down to heavily garbed people that gave occasional glimpses of faces that were pure, colorless white, so pale that he could see veins stand out beneath their skin.


    He knew he looked like the bumpkin he was, standing staring, getting in people’s and occasionally a cart’s way.


    Everything was so beautifully different from all he had ever known. For the first time, he was free of his heritage, free of Parsul. No one here seemed to know anything about Odenar, and he was thrilled with that fact. It gave him a clean slate that was heady, as though he could shed the past and become someone better.


    They wove in and out of the crowd until Isnay stopped to buy them fresh fish wraps along with a handful of juicy dates. They sat on the edge of a massive fountain and people- watched, Isnay providing occasional commentary on anything that Raine didn’t understand.


    Raine polished off the food in record time, hungry from the excitement and long walk. He watched as people frequented the same stall that Isnay had purchased the food from and watched as coins changed hands.


    He froze as a realization struck him. At home, as a member of the ruling family, he didn’t travel much, and everything in the city surrounding his home meant that bills for purchases were simply sent to the family’s staff.


    “I have no money here.” He straightened up, panic getting a foothold as he turned to face Isnay. “I cannot go to school. I cannot pay for anything. Dear gods, how foolish can I possibly be not to have realized this?”


    Isnay laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. “If you are accepted to the college, your tuition will be free. That is one of the most important changes that the imperial prince has brought in. Free education for all.”


    “But I have to live somewhere, pay my way. I don’t even know how to…” He drew in a sharp breath as he realized how completely unsuited he was to trying to make his way in a strange land with no family, no monetary support. His life till this point had rendered him untrained, knowing little of monetary matters. What in the world had he been thinking?


    “Raine. Stop. Look at me.” Isnay grasped his shoulders and made him face him. “We will take this a day at a time. If you become the Chosen, all of this will be moot anyway. You will have your own pay in that position.”


    Raine tried to control his panic. “We both know I am never going to be chosen, Isnay. I don’t suit the position at all, and there are far better candidates in the mix. Not to mention Lord Naral’s dislike of me. It won’t happen.”


    “Look, you can stay with me for the duration, and I’m sure you can make yourself useful enough to earn your keep. It might not mean living the way you have been raised with, but it will be sufficient if you are not wildly spending.”


    Raine stared at him, shocked into complete silence. Finally, he managed to find his voice enough to speak. “Why? Why would you take me into your own home? You hardly know me at all, Isnay. I could be a terrible person.”


    Isnay burst out laughing. “The fact that you are even saying that points to the opposite. I believe you are a good man who has been in frankly appalling conditions for your whole life. If I can give you a chance, see you grow into who I think you could be, then I will have been well served.”


    Raine blinked away tears and hesitantly touched Isnay’s hand that lay upon his shoulder. “You are the good man, Isnay, never doubt that. I will do anything I can to help you, to pay my way. I’m a decent scribe if nothing else. As for spending, I have never had much of a need for things.” He flushed a little. “Except perhaps for books.”


    “Well, you have the entire library at your disposal.” He tilted his head and grinned. “If you became the Chosen, you would have access to the royal personal library, even if your husband didn’t let you view his private collection.”


    Raine nearly drooled at the mere thought before shaking his head ruefully. “Not much chance of that. I believe I can make do with the wonders that exist in the main library. There is far more knowledge stored there than in all the libraries of Odenar combined.”


    Isnay urged him to his feet. “I believe that your brother should be gone from Persis by now. We can return to the palace if you wish or continue on.”


    Raine stood in silence, the reality washing over him in waves.


    His brother was gone. On a ship bound home.


    He sat back down abruptly, horrified to find tears rising.


    “I’ve never been alone before. Never been allowed to be.” He stared at Isnay helplessly, feeling adrift and overwhelmed.


    Isnay smiled, dark brown eyes warm and compassionate in a way that Raine had never encountered before. He was a nuisance, a disgrace, an embarrassment. People weren’t compassionate; they were impatient, cutting and often cruel.


    How could a relative stranger care more than his own family?


    Isnay squatted down in front of him. “We don’t have to fix everything today. One step at a time. I’ll guide you through this and in time, you will forget you were ever a stranger here.”


    Raine drew a deep, quivering breath, shoring up his courage. This was unfamiliar, frankly terrifying now that reality had reared its ugly head, but he was strong. Had had to be. With Isnay and his own determination, he could find another path, be more than he had ever hoped for.


    He nodded sharply and rose to his feet.


    “I think I’d like to return to the palace, please. I have notes I would like to finish. Even if I don’t return to Odenar soon, I will surely return sometime, and my research could make a difference.”


    Isnay grinned and clapped his shoulder. “That’s the spirit.”


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    The week wore on, and Taldan tried to ignore the nagging knowledge that the candidates would be once again cut down, this time to six. Then his own work would begin, and he had to fight back impatience. He couldn’t expect Zaran and Naral to make the final decision.


    So he was trapped into continuing this useless farce when he had so much to do, so much to accomplish before his coronation. He had been groomed to be emperor since his birth, had studied every aspect of what such a title meant. He had spent time with each department of his father’s staff, learning from the top to the bottom what went into the role.


    An emperor trusted no one. That had been drilled into him from his earliest memories. The emperor ruled alone. He expected those around them to be after their own interests, expected them to only be loyal to their own desires.


    Yet was that true? His father might say that he trusted no one, might say that he ruled alone, but Taldan knew for a fact that he had those he listened to. His Chosen supported him implicitly.


    He paused, considering the matter. Perhaps, in the end, having a bondmate, if chosen carefully, might aid him. They did not need to be close, but in a working context, there could be advantages.


    He frowned, pulling a notebook toward him and beginning to compile a list. If he was going to be forced into this nonsense, then he was going to ensure that he picked the candidate most likely to be a useful member of his entourage.


    He pulled out the notes that Naral and Zaran had compiled at the beginning, sorting out those that had red notes attached. These were the ones that they had recommended. For the first time, he felt compelled to glance through the other files, the ones of the twelve current candidates.


    Taldan settled down before the fireplace, picking up his glass of wine and beginning to read.


    He surfaced long hours later, shaking the cramp out of his hand from where he had been taking notes.


    Warm arms slipped around his neck, and lips nibbled at his ear.


    He hummed lightly and leaned his head back. A kiss was laid on his ear, then slim but strong hands began massaging his shoulders and neck.


    “You’re taking an interest in this at last.” Hredeen sounded amused and pleased in equal measure.


    “Zaran and Naral weeded out the unsuitables. I hear that you were involved as well.” He glanced up, arching an eyebrow. “Since when do you become involved in things outside the harem? You have always been adamantly neutral.”


    “Since my favorite imperial prince may find himself saddled with an idiot, or perhaps a power hungry bastard who might do his best to make the harem disappear.”


    Taldan shook his head, taking Hredeen’s hand and kissing the back of it, then his palm. “Nobody could possibly make you fade into the background. You rule the harem. You do not need to fear anybody coming in and changing things. That I would not allow. I might be forced to take a Chosen, but I will make sure they have no power but what I gift them.”


    Hredeen leaned down to kiss him, and they took their time. By the end of it, the papers had been pushed away, and Hredeen was curled up on his lap.


    They often sat like this, just quiet, not making love, simply being together. Although Taldan counted Naral as his closest friend, Hredeen was something else again, something clean and bright that soothed a part deep inside him where no one else could reach.


    “Did you make any decisions?” Hredeen gestured to the information on the candidates.


    Taldan fought to bring his mind back from the pleasant lethargy that the moment of peace had brought him, so foreign to his nature.


    “I agree with Zaran and Naral’s assessments. The three they have suggested hold some promise, but I want to add the painter. He holds a great deal of talent, and I could use his illustrations in some of my upcoming works.”


    Hredeen burst into laughter and kissed his nose. “Of course. If he can be useful, then by all means, add him in to the six! Honestly, Taldan, you are so logical it hurts at times.” He hugged him tightly. “And the other two to make up the six?”


    Taldan shrugged. “I will include the mage. If I find he has the knowledge to help me along with the magic, then we could work together.”


    Hredeen leaned back and stroked over Taldan’s face, eyes incredibly soft, and with such a depth of caring that Taldan felt something twist deep down inside himself.


    “Raine?”


    Taldan felt a small smile curl his lips. “I know who your favorite is. You’ve made that abundantly clear. I’m including him as the final candidate of the six. I hope you will be able to forgive me if he is not my choice in the end.”


    “There is something about him, my prince. Don’t you feel it?”


    Taldan frowned and glanced away. He had no wish to brood over his reaction to the young man. Simply because he’d had an unsettling reaction to Raine meant nothing.


    “This is not about feelings and emotions,” Taldan finally said. “Those will only get in the way. Cloud my thinking. I must make the best choice for the empire.”


    Hredeen eyed him. “Perhaps making the best choice for you would also be the best choice for the empire.”


    “And you believe Lord Raine is the best choice for me?”


    “You must make that choice. I can’t make it for you. But I speak the truth when I tell you that I am drawn to him. I feel as if…” Hredeen paused, a rare frown on his beautiful face. He shook his head, a movement of almost otherworldly grace. “As if he belongs here with us. As if he has a role to play…”


    “I have never believed in destiny. The world is only what we make it. Nothing more. Nothing less.”


    One delicate eyebrow raised as haunting purple eyes considered him. “And that is why you work so hard, my prince?”


    “It is,” he said simply. “One of the reasons at least.”


    “You are a good man, Prince Taldan. And you will make a fine emperor.”


    The fervor in the other man’s voice caught him off guard. “That is kind of you. In times to come, I just might make you an official advisor and be done with it.”


    Hredeen sniffed. “I have no interest in politics.”


    He grinned at Taldan’s raised eyebrow. “I don’t. I just want the best for you. No one and nothing is going to damage that. If they did, you would see what lies beneath my sweet exterior.”


    “Sweet?” Taldan scoffed. “You are many things. Beautiful. Talented. Intelligent. Empathetic. Sweet is not something I would ever label you with.”


    Hredeen pouted, ran a forefinger over Taldan’s lips.


    “How little you know me, my prince.”


    “I think you mean how very well I know you,” Taldan whispered as he picked up the smaller man effortlessly and carried him to the overly large bed. “I always love discovering that all over again.”


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Naral pored over maps of Odenar, familiarizing himself with the places and names, the topography and any other information they presently possessed. He couldn’t escape the feeling that the territory of the empire was going to be a problem, even though they had sent a diplomat and a contingent of imperial soldiers on the ship with Lord Parsul. He wasn’t willing to sit on his hands until the reports came back from the border regions. He wanted to investigate now, especially because of Odenar’s candidate for the High Imperial Prince Taldan. He still had no trust for the manipulative Lord Raine.


    He was rather shocked at the dearth of detail in the reports that had been filed over the recent years. To him, that signaled a concern that should have been addressed long ago. Instead, it seemed as though Odenar’s apparent peacefulness and lack of rebellion had led to a degree of complacency that annoyed him. He was going to track down the official who had filed these papers and drop them on his head. Just because things had been going well up to now was no reason to let down their guard, especially if laws handed down from the empire’s capital were not being followed.


    More than one great civilization had been brought down by such seemingly minor details. He was not about to be one of the fools who had let things slide in the past.


    “You didn’t come to supper,” a voice said behind him.


    Naral yelped, turning sharply, his hand sweeping two of the glass paperweights off the map. They fell clattering to the stone floor, and he cursed virulently. He turned to glare at Prince Zaran who had startled him, bending swiftly to scoop the paperweights up and glance over them for damage. For a wonder, there was not even a chip.


    The younger prince was incredibly stealthy, naturally so, since he had never trained with the Shadows as Taldan had. Zaran was not known for his humor, or Naral would suspect him of deliberately attempting to constantly take Naral by surprise.


    It was vexing to the extreme. No one else got past his surveillance—except the Shadows—and they were another matter entirely. Naral didn’t even feel badly about never knowing where they were or what they were doing. They were a law unto themselves and not his problem.


    He placed the paperweights, a gift from Taldan several years ago, carefully back on the map before turning to face the intruder, folding his arms over his chest and leveling a displeased stare at his prince.


    Zaran raised a brow. “What? You were so engrossed. Anyone else would have known I was here.”


    Naral gritted his teeth.


    Zaran peered past him, taking in the map on the table. “Odenar? Preparing for war are we?”


    “Trying to prepare for whatever the troops and the diplomats find there. I have a very bad feeling about this whole affair. There is something more to things. I feel it, and certainly the lack of information that I am discovering is concerning.”


    Zaran lifted a brow inquiringly, and Naral snorted and passed him one of the reports that he had marked.


    The prince read through it swiftly, then paused, frowning and perusing it more slowly.


    “This is ludicrous. When you get down to the end, there is nothing really of worth there. Vague, rambling, I would say it was being deliberately obtuse.” He laid it down, smoothing the page flat as he met Naral’s eyes. “I believe you are right. Whatever is going on in Odenar is far more than a few laws being ignored.”


    He turned away, pacing across the room and back, as he so often did when he was thinking, moving with a measured slow pace. “Do you think we should have sent more men? If there is something bigger… We certainly can’t place an ounce of trust in Lord Parsul Yoldis.”


    Agitated, Naral ran a hand through his hair. “I need to speak to Taldan. The emperor is going to want to know about these reports. He has never tolerated anything less than full disclosure from any territory, and I don’t want him to believe that we sat on this, doing nothing. If there is fault to be had, I don’t want it to be ours.”


    “Hear, hear,” Zaran murmured, leaning against the desk and looking suddenly unutterably weary. “Until then, can you join me to announce the names of the final six candidates? Once that is done, our responsibility for this ridiculous enterprise will be done. I can’t sleep at night for the worry of this. It needs to be over.”


    Naral glanced out the window, realizing time had passed without his knowledge and that he was late for the meal.


    “My apologies, my prince. I got so involved…” He gestured to the map vaguely.


    “I can see why. You are correct. Father needs to know in full what you have found. If there is an issue in Odenar, I pity whoever let this go and saw no problem.”


    Naral took Zaran’s arm and steered him to the door. “One disaster at a time. Let’s get this over with.”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine watched, his heart in his throat, as Lord Naral addressed the gathered candidates and their retinues.


    “The final six candidates are as follows: Prince Rees Wesparin from the Royal House of Sarna. Malar Ostan, bard of Nartisa. Laen Parlant, heir to the Parlant shipping dynasty, from Taarmun. Antan Gertem, artist of Carlenvae. Valsen Maltes, mage elect of Haes. Lord Raine Yoldis of Odenar.”


    The mage Valsen snorted under his breath and nudged Antan beside him. “Brother to a traitor by the sound of it. Why is he being included?”


    Raine blinked but managed to withhold any reaction that would have shown he had heard the malicious comment. Valsen had more than once said something under his breath as he passed Raine and once had ‘accidently’ slammed a door in his face.


    Raine could not say he understood the man’s choler. Raine was definitely low man in this group, whatever his background was. The gossip and whispers that had followed him from the first day were bound to produce reactions among those who strove to achieve the position of bondmate. Each man was here for his own reasons, but Raine knew that power and prestige seemed to be a draw to a great many people. Whether the remaining six candidates were here under their own will or because they were being used even as Raine was remained difficult to ascertain.


    All Raine knew was that Valsen’s temperament showed him to be a vain and spiteful person, and he quietly hoped that such a man would not end up at Imperial Prince Taldan’s side, no matter how powerful he might be. A person of such magnificence as the soon-to-be emperor deserved better, someone who would care for him on a greater level than Valsen seemed to be capable of.


    Raine was cautious around the mage. He had run into one or two of his ilk that used their powers in anger, and the results were never pretty. A mage without the barriers of self-control and decency was a menace to all concerned and definitely not a credit to his mentors. A person like that was bound to turn to the darker arts at some point, and Raine wanted no part of whatever Valsen might choose to do to others.


    Raine’s plan for the remainder of this affair was to stay silent, let the others vie as they would over the prize. One more week, then the final choice would be made, and he could move on to whatever life here in Persis would comprise. He was excited but also terrified.


    Isnay was searching for a job for him, something that would pay enough to tide him over. Close to poverty perhaps, but much more pleasant than he had ever anticipated his life becoming under the merciless control of his brothers.


    One week before he could leave this tension behind.


    He noted that Antan, the artist, did not seem to agree with Valsen’s comment. Instead, he shot the mage a look of annoyance and began to eat, his body language closed off. Raine wondered if Antan was one who had been coerced into becoming a candidate. He had never displayed much enthusiasm, but then he seemed very withdrawn, his gaze often unfocussed as though his thoughts ranged far away from present time. He had been kind enough to Raine, certainly never going out of his way to be miserable to him.


    Raine saw Imperial Prince Zaran eyeing him from the head of the table and hastily lowered his head and began to eat. Now that the announcements were over, everyone was tucking in, and Raine found himself hungry for once. The thought of freedom just around the corner was a heady one indeed. He felt a twinge of disappointment that he could never be High Prince Taldan’s Chosen, remembering the feeling of the prince’s hands on his body, of looking into his intelligent eyes. But then he dismissed the feelings, pushing them aside for more practical ones.


    His freedom was coming soon, and he needed to be grateful for what he had, not some foolish desire for a brilliant man so far out of his reach…

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER NINE


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan had begun the tedious task of speaking to each of the candidates.


    It was enough to try his patience.


    He had set aside the day to meet with three of the candidates, and he had chosen to deal with the ones that Zaran and Naral had chosen first.


    They were all pleasant enough, and certainly overwhelmed at his presence, even Prince Rees, who certainly had rubbed shoulders with a great many powerful people. The prince was remarkably laid back and very understanding of the pressures that would accompany being emperor. It was a wise decision that Emperor Demarin had made in leaving the royal family to govern the lands of Sarna after the country had been conquered and absorbed into the empire.


    The prince was well-educated, well-spoken and with a wry humor that was relaxing to be around. The allotted hour went by far more quickly than Taldan had anticipated. He would be pleasant to spend time with, along with supporting Taldan’s role.


    Next was Malar Ostan, the bard from Nartisa.


    His voice was a wonder, and Taldan could have quite contentedly spent the entire day listening to it. The man was like quicksilver, constantly able to conform to whatever Taldan was speaking of. If he did not know much on a subject, he was readily able to confess that and not try to cover over the gaps by bluffing or lying. He saw the world in such a different manner than Taldan, and it was quite fascinating to discover how he created his musical pieces, how he saw things, then converted that vision into music. He would never be boring, Taldan had to concede.


    Then Laen Parlant, the shipping heir from Taarmun.


    The man seemed completely comfortable in Taldan’s presence, respectful, but never seeming to be overwhelmed by Taldan’s title. It was a pleasant change. The man had traveled so extensively that he had information that Taldan much desired on other far-flung countries, eye-witness accounts of cultures and peoples that the empire had no dealings with. It triggered all Taldan’s curiosity, and before long, he had reached for paper and was making notes. Laen was full of humor, his blue eyes twinkling, and he seemed to find no problem embellishing his tales with ribald laughter. Naral would adore him. He would certainly lighten the atmosphere of the palace, along with the possibility that he would be able to negotiate trade with those countries he had made contact with.


    He was paging through his notes on the candidates when Naral strode into his office with a frown. “So? Any favorites yet?”


    Taldan stopped writing with a sigh, realizing that he would get no peace until his friend knew every detail. “So far the meetings have gone well. Better than I had expected, really.”


    Naral flopped down into the comfortable chair across from Taldan. “So these were the ones Zaran and I had chosen?” He sounded smug.


    Taldan frowned quellingly at him. “I was reasonably impressed. Each of them has their own set of talents and would bring different things to my rule. I cannot say that I have felt a particular pull to any of them, but then, I don’t know exactly what each of my ancestors saw in their bondmate, what made them chose that particular person.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It would be so much simpler if I knew how they had done it.”


    “Perhaps that is why they never recorded that detail. Perhaps it is something so personal and individual that it cannot be taught or shown.” Naral reached for a grape from the fruit bowl, tossed it into the air and caught it in his mouth.


    Taldan grimaced. His friend had been reprimanded throughout his youth on just that action, but somehow, the stubborn fool had managed to retain the childishness. Now he did it more because he knew it annoyed Taldan.


    However, the shenanigans made him suddenly want a grape.


    He pulled one from the bunch and ate it absentmindedly. Naral was always doing things to make him eat, saying he was far too thin for his size.


    He was probably right. Taldan knew that he was certainly no judge of his own body. All his research and learning, yet he did not pay attention to his own form, his own health. It was foolish, and he knew it, but it was so tedious. His mind ranged far away, and the body wanted to drag him back.


    His looks were moderate as far as he was concerned. He was not classically handsome, as in the ancient heroes, his ancestors. He was told he was striking, whatever that meant. His body was wide shouldered, powerfully proportionate, with long, strong legs. It did what he asked of it. Beyond that, he always assumed that anyone who showed attraction beyond the harem was drawn by his title far more than his looks. His mother had been darkly exotic, and he had inherited her almond-shaped eyes, but beyond that, he was purely his father, with perhaps darker skin. There was certainly no doubt that he was Demarin’s son.


    Taldan wondered vaguely whether he would grow to be as emotionless and withdrawn as his own father as well.


    He glanced at Naral and shook his head. His pestiferous friend would never allow him to get to that point, and certainly Zaran would have a hand in keeping him level-headed, in contact with reality rather than perceived threats.


    He sighed and took another grape. Some part of him had been convinced that he would definitively identify his bondmate today, that the matter would be decided and over.


    Instead, he felt confused, unable to decipher what exactly he was even looking for. The bondmate history was shrouded in mystery and folklore, neither of which he particularly believed in.


    Images of curly black hair and vivid green eyes slid into his thoughts, and he thrust them away with a growl.


    He wanted facts, clear information, neither of which was available to him in this matter.


    Taldan accepted a glass of wine Naral had poured him.


    This was far more complicated than he had anticipated. Tomorrow would bring the final meetings to a close, and then he would have to make a choice. With any luck, something would jump out at him, he would have an epiphany, and the matter would be closed at last.


     


     


     


    Day two of the meetings began bright and early. Taldan had a lot to do, and he wanted the meetings to be over by lunch.


    Antan Gertem, the artist from Carlenvae.


    The man was painfully quiet, but he responded readily to Taldan’s questions, showing a sharp mind. He had a few questions of his own, mostly about various sites within Persis, including art galleries and the school of art that was highly respected.


    Taldan brought up the question of whether Antan would be willing to illustrate various texts that he was working on, and that brought an immediate response. The artist opened up, and they discussed the matter for almost the whole of the meeting. In the end, Taldan certainly respected the man’s works but knew little to nothing of him personally. However, logically that shouldn’t matter. The artist could be very valuable in regard to the treatise and studies that Taldan wrote.


    Valsen Maltes, the mage from the far eastern territory of Haes, was a very forceful character. He was respectful but blunt in his questions and concerns of what it meant to be a bondmate. He was not hesitant in making his own views known. When they got into a conversation about magic itself, he was clearly extremely interested in the emperor’s magic and what exactly it was capable of. He was somewhat disappointed to find out that Taldan did not yet have access to that knowledge. Taldan wondered dispassionately if the man really expected to be told such things on short acquaintance. He was clearly talented in his own studies and seemed more than eager to work with Taldan to discover what their magic combined might achieve. It roused a sense of caution in Taldan, a feeling that the man’s interest was much more detailed and specific than Valsen was revealing.


    It would not be the first time that others had sought the secrets of the emperor’s power. Yes, the man might aid Taldan in becoming more powerful still. Or he might be seeking that power for himself.


    If so, he was incredibly clumsy in his overtures. Did he not think that Taldan had seen such things before? The fool was hardly the first to try such a trick. Taldan might be very curious about the magic he would be inheriting when his father’s powers passed to him with the title, but he was not willing to have a bondmate whose ambition could not be trusted.


    He had cut the meeting short, having already summarily dismissed Valsen from his list of potentials.


    Now he was about to have his meeting with Raine Yoldis, noble born, youngest son of the family that had been put in power by his father after the empire had conquered Odenar. It remained to be seen what the diplomats would find upon their arrival at the border territory, but Taldan was prepared for any eventuality. His family had given Raine’s family power. They could just as easily sweep it away.


    Raine bowed deeply, and Taldan thought of Zaran’s comment that the young man held him in great esteem.


    He waved a hand, gesturing to Raine to seat himself in one of the comfortable chairs across from Taldan. The warmth of the fireplace was welcome this late in the season, and he was glad he’d had it lit when he saw Raine shiver. They might be having a warm fall, but Odenar was temperate all year long. Raine must find it very chilly here.


    He found himself offering a blanket next to him, and Raine accepted it with a shy smile that made Taldan feel a predatory interest. The young man just screamed prey.


    Raine seated himself, then seemed to draw upon an inner well of strength, sitting up straight and managing to meet Taldan’s eyes squarely.


    “I want to apologize for what occurred between my brother and I. It was ill done and certainly showed a lack of respect for our invitation to attend the Choosing.”


    Taldan’s eyebrow rose. “You are referring to the incident in which you were hurt, through no fault of your own, by your brother? One does not apologize for an event which one did not create.”


    He sat back, realizing that once again, this candidate was not like the others. His actions and comments were so completely unexpected that Taldan could not help but be intrigued.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine had tried to prepare himself for this moment. Being in a room, alone, with the man he most admired. A healthy dose of fear was mingled with that admiration, but then, this was the High Imperial Prince of Anrodnes, the world’s largest country. Given their history, it was only prudent to fear the colossus that was the empire.


    Soon, very soon, this man would ascend to the throne, becoming the most powerful man alive.


    Raine was glad he had had the opportunity to meet him again, to sit face to face, this time with no foolishness between them.


    “By reports, you have been poring over my notes. What do you make of them?” The prince’s voice was cool, calm, but his eyes were intense, soaking in every nuance of Raine’s responses.


    Raine almost sagged with relief. This was a subject he could expound on with a degree of intelligence. He just had to remember not to get too enthusiastic. Be as calm and refined as the prince.


    “I was interested in your theories on volcanic eruptions and earthquakes being linked. I had never thought such a thing possible. Now I will record events in Odenar and send you the information. Perhaps, it might give you further insight or help your research in a small way. I would be proud to contribute. I feel as if we can make our houses and buildings safer if we understand more of earthquakes, their causes and effects.”


    Taldan merely nodded, nothing beyond that.


    Raine sucked in a breath. Nobody had ever said this was going to be easy. This must be beyond annoying to a man who had so much to do and so many needed his talents and knowledge.


    “Are there questions you wish to ask me, High Prince Taldan?” He sounded painfully polite to his own ears.


    “What do you think you could bring to me in the way of useful talent?”


    The bluntness of the prince’s question was welcome. Not having to dance around nuances was a welcome change from what he endured at home.


    “Not knowing you well, I cannot say what I might bring.” Raine frowned and considered for a long moment. “I suppose I would adapt to whatever was needed. I am quite good at changing to suit various peoples’ needs.”


    That didn’t seem to impress the prince. Raine felt heat creeping up his neck.


    “What would you expect from a relationship from me?” Prince Taldan asked.


    An erotic image flashed across Raine’s thoughts, and he flinched before blushing bright red. Where in the world had that come from? He had not even thought of the imperial prince in that way, yet, but…


    He forced the newfound awareness down deep and brought his mind back into focus with difficulty.


    “I really don’t have specific expectations of anything. I know very little of the bondmate experience, beyond what little I have read in various texts, and those could not be verified as truth.” He looked up and met those cold eyes. “I would like to believe that you would guide me in whatever direction serves you and the empire most.”


    The intensity in the prince’s stare deepened, and Raine wistfully longed to believe that there was a touch of heat in that look, a hint that he might want Raine as more than a symbol.


    Raine scoffed to himself. What a fool he could be. To imagine that man so powerful, who could have anything and anyone at his fingertips, would find the faintest bit of interest in someone like Raine.


    “That is a very general answer, Raine. Is that what you think I want to hear?”


    Raine shrugged helplessly, then cursed himself for the revealing gesture. “It’s all I can give you, Your Highness. I find myself lost here. I knew that things were very different in the capital city, knew that I would be out of place, but I truly didn’t realize exactly how much.” He shot a quick glance at the prince’s emotionless expression. “I don’t mean any insult. The people here have been more than friendly, even when I didn’t understand a word they said, and Isnay has been…a friend…if that is not too presumptuous on my part.”


    The prince seemed to relax ever so slightly. “Isnay is a gem beyond price. He has a good, solid head on his shoulders, and if he likes you, then there must be something very worthy inside you.”


    Raine gave a small, embarrassed smile. “I think he is just remarkably patient.” He paused. “I would like to tell you what I truly think of the bondmate position, if that would be acceptable?”


    The prince nodded, a hint of skepticism in his eyes.


    “I know that the position needs someone who can give a great deal to the empire at large, and you specifically. That only makes sense. I cannot, in any degree, see myself having much to offer. The other five candidates, at least in my eyes, seem to have far more worldly experience than I. To make things easier for you, as you try to narrow the Choosing down, I would ask that you take me from the list.”


    The prince’s eyes widened for the barest moment, then narrowed. “You are withdrawing?”


    “I would not call it withdrawing, Your Highness. That denotes a lack of respect of this process. I know how precious your time is, and how disruptive this entire matter must be. If it streamlines it in any way, I would be glad to step aside.” He drew a deep, stabilizing breath. “I would ask, at this time, since I may not speak to you again, if I could get permission to stay here, in Persis, and go to college. At least until you see fit to send me home again. I would be grateful for any time at all.”


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan eyed the young man before him, wondering how someone who seemed so ingenious and unworldly could surprise him. Nothing had been clear-cut with Raine from the day he arrived. He had constantly kept people off center, in his actions, in his words.


    Perhaps he was exactly what he seemed. A young man from a distant country who had been abused and beaten down and now had the chance to fly free.


    Taldan could give him that easily enough, and if his own plans came true, he could take Raine and make him ruler of Odenar, a loyal man who would obey Taldan’s strictures. He would be of far more use in that way than as a bondmate.


    Although, bedding him would be no hardship. The memory of that warm form in his arms, the tousled curls upon his shoulder, brushing his cheek… He shifted in his chair, unnerved by the sudden need that tightened his body. It was odd and somewhat disturbing that he would respond in such a fashion. He prided himself on control, and when he did need sexual favors, he had the harem to hand.


    He did not count himself an overly sexual being, save for the occasional distracting urge he used the harem to quell.


    Yet, something in this young man made him quicken in ways he had never experienced before.


    It would be good when he was gone and temptation was out of reach.


    “I grant you leave to remain here then,” he finally said. “Isnay knows you wish to stay?”


    Raine nodded. His eyes were bright, and he blinked away moisture, obviously overcome by the fact that he now had royal permission to stay in Persis after the Choosing. It showed the depth of his need for learning, something Taldan could well sympathize with. Perhaps it would not be so difficult to have Raine work with him on a project regarding earthquake safety and architecture. The young man seemed intelligent and without airs that would make his presence annoying. He would think about eventually bringing the young man into his lab, perhaps making him an assistant. In the meantime, he had narrowed down the candidates to four, and that was progress.


    Tomorrow he would make his final decision.


     


    Raine


     


    Raine left the room feeling both giddy with relief and strangely saddened.


    It made no sense at all. He had known from the beginning that he would not be chosen, and yet, with the chance completely gone, he felt strangely hollow.


    Isnay was waiting for him in the hall, speaking to one of the Shadows guarding the door. When Raine appeared, Isnay turned to him, then seemed to pause at whatever he saw in the young man’s expression.


    “You told him that you wanted off the list, didn’t you?” he asked shrewdly, and Raine saw one of the Shadows give him a sharp glance, as though the question came as a surprise.


    “I did,” Raine managed a weak grin. “I think His Highness was relieved to have one less candidate to worry about.”


    “Perhaps.” Isnay’s tone was strangely disappointed, as though he had still held hope that Raine would be chosen.


    Raine shook the thought off as Isnay grasped his arm and drew him away down the hallway. “Come, we need to get you signed up for the college.”


    Raine cast a look over his shoulder, feeling strangely melancholy as he walked further away from the imperial prince. It was doubtful he would have the chance to see him again. All the same, he would never forget him…

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TEN


     


    Zaran


     


    “Two down!” Naral crowed, grinning at Zaran. “Tomorrow this mess will be over, and we can start getting the chosen candidate molded into what’s needed before the coronation.” Naral clapped Isnay on the shoulder and offered him a glass of wine.


    Zaran watched him with hooded eyes. To his surprise, Isnay looked disappointed rather than relieved. Zaran knew that Naral’s cousin had spent a great deal of time with Raine. Obviously, the young man from Odenar had made a favorable impression on Isnay. Something that was difficult to do because Isnay was an experienced diplomat and courtier. He had heard it all, seen it all, knew all the tricks that people tried, simply to get closer to the emperor-to-be.


    He felt a sliver of concern. Had they, with their initial prejudice, hardened Taldan’s mind against Raine from the start?


    He shored up his resolve. They had chosen the best four, and that was only confirmed by Taldan immediately getting rid of two they had not agreed upon. He wished he could say that he was comfortable with their decision, but they had done the job as best possible. Only fate and Taldan himself could take it from here.


    Naral began speaking with the diplomat who had been assigned to candidate Valsen and was safely engaged. The head of Persis security’s dislike of Raine was not conducive to any measured conversations about the candidate from Odenar.


    “So he’s going to be going to college here, then?” Zaran murmured softly as Isnay sank down into a chair next to him.


    “He will be staying with me, and I found him employment at the college itself, at the scriptorium. He will make enough to scrape by.”


    Zaran turned his head slowly. Surely he had to have misheard. “He’s staying with you? You love your solitude. I can’t imagine you taking someone into your space.”


    Isnay grimaced, then took a deep swallow of wine before answering. “You try to spend time with Raine and not want to do anything you can to help him. He just pulls you in. He is sweet, intelligent, but with a core of iron that has kept him going, yet not made him sullen and distrusting. He is an enigma.”


    “I’m sure I could find a place for him so that you do not have to have a stranger in your home.”


    Isnay gave him a grateful glance but shook his head. “Thank you, Your Highness, that is kind of you, but I feel like I want to help him on a deeper level. I’m not sure that he would do well alone, in a strange world, with no one to keep any eye on him. For now, I will go as planned, but I will keep your offer in mind.”


    Isnay paused, twirling the glass between his fingertips. “I find myself strangely disappointed that His Imperial Highness did not choose Raine. Something about the two of them felt right.”


    Zaran smiled. “You and Hredeen both. I doubt Hredeen is going to be pleased with Taldan over this.”


    Isnay gave a long sigh.


    “I just feel like a mistake has been made. I just don’t know by whom.”


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan pinched the bridge of his nose. He had been making charts detailing the pros and cons of the four remaining candidates, and he now felt more muddled than when he had started the whole process.


    He didn’t like being muddled. It was not a common state of affairs for him. Yet another reason why he wanted this over and done with.


    Each of the remaining four had their values, and nothing about them seemed to stand out enough to make an instant decision. His usual logical methods of decision making seemed to be sadly lacking in these circumstances. He had to decide which candidate would bring the most to the empire while considering their personalities and choosing one who would not, in the end, drive him quite mad.


    He knew the bondmate was supposed to be a sexual partner to the emperor, and so he tried to consider that as well, but none of them really made him feel desire in any form. None of them but Raine.


    He frowned, leaning back in his chair. Raine had been the only one he had been remotely attracted to.


    Taldan forced himself back to his task. No doubt, whoever he chose, they would grow to know each other and sex would be part of that alliance. If it was not passionate, well then, he had the harem and Hredeen.


    This shouldn’t be this complex. This was not a matter of love, which he knew little about. This should be a simple equation. So why did it feel like a problem where he couldn’t make the slightest mistake?


     


    Raine


     


    Raine and Isnay spent the next day signing Raine up for classes. It was everything Raine had dreamed of, a freedom and acknowledgement that his intelligence had purpose.


    Why did it feel so wrong then?


    By the end of the day, he was drooping with exhaustion and feeling completely out of sorts.


    Isnay, with his usual empathic insight, noticed swiftly, and although he left Raine alone enough to sort out his thoughts, it was evident he was becoming concerned.


    Finally, he steered the younger man to a small tavern located on the edge of the college grounds and bought them both supper.


    “All right. What’s wrong? I thought you would be ecstatic over this whole thing.”


    Raine wouldn’t meet his gaze, and even the food didn’t seem to tempt him.


    “I don’t know.” He gave a choked laugh. “This is like a dream, and I’m half convinced I will simply wake and never have been here at all. I want this so badly, and yet now, it suddenly feels like this is not what I’m supposed to be doing, as though I am taking a path that is completely at odds with where I should be.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand myself.”


    Isnay leaned forward and laid a gentle hand upon Raine’s. “I think you had more invested in the Choosing than you truly realized. Once you met the imperial prince face to face, I believe he embodied everything you had ever dreamed of. Not his title, not his power, but him.”


    Raine flushed, remembering his response to the prince’s question and the distracting image that had flashed into his mind, heating his blood. He could not imagine the wonder of being able to touch his hero, to be the one privileged enough to stand beside him as bondmate, to witness the progression of his insights and the wonders he would create, the changes he would make.


    The world had only just begun to see the results of that intellect. Whoever was chosen would be part of the inner circle that would know the details. He hoped that whoever was finally chosen would be fully cognizant of the honor that they had received.


    “It’s pure foolishness,” he muttered, stabbing at his food with a fair amount of venom. “I knew I would never be offered the chance. I wanted to get past it so that I could have exactly what I have been offered today. Instead, I’m acting like a petulant child, wanting only what I cannot have, and not the amazing opportunity I have been handed.”


    “Perhaps you let yourself feel more for the prince than you realized.” Isnay’s tone was achingly gentle.


    Raine grimaced. “Could I be that ridiculous?” He raked an impatient hand through his hair, squeezing his eyes shut. “Of course I could. According to my brother, I barely have the intelligence to breathe.”


    Isnay tapped him on the cheek firmly, making his eyes fly open. “And you would believe the vicious words of a man who cannot manage others without violence? Look at the source of those comments, Raine, and then decide whether you are going to accept them, or cast them aside like the lies they are.”


    Raine managed a weak smile and managed to begin eating properly. “Gods, where were you all these years? If I had had one person telling me things like this, maybe I would have had the courage and determination to escape long ago…”


    Soon they returned to the palace, and the afternoon wore on. Raine would have been just as happy to not have to attend the formal announcement of the final Choosing. His presence seemed a foolish formality, and he had to admit that he didn’t wish to see who had the good fortune of remaining at the imperial prince’s side.


    He was somewhat ashamed of his own bitter musings. He thought he had made peace with the fact that he would not be chosen. It had been a positive event, after all, allowing him to attend classes and remain in the capital city. For all he knew, the prince would have banned such participation once the bond was formalized. There was so little information given to the public of what the bond even meant, or how it was achieved. It held all the mystique of a fantasy or fairy tale.


    He was not suitable, and it came down to that fact. He had nothing to give to the empire, and the imperial prince was the empire, now and in the future. That’s why he’d asked to have his name withdrawn.


    If anything, he should be content that he had made it to the final six.


    His brother would never believe that he had not used his body to secure that far.


    His lips thinned. Soon, there would be word sent back from Odenar by the royal diplomats the empire had sent, and it remained to be seen if there was merely a discovery of laws being ignored, or if something far, far worse had been uncovered, something that could see Parsul and his thirst for power, come into direct conflict with Anrodnes and the current emperor himself, a man not known for the slightest hint of compassion or mercy.


    Raine shivered. He’d hoped to fade from people’s attentions swiftly. The axe that could fall upon his brother could easily be wielded for his entire family. He prayed that his brothers would abandon their plans now that Raine would not be the emperor’s companion. Anything else would be madness. His brothers could find themselves in dangerous, perhaps fatal waters. And how could he explain that he had known about their schemes before they’d left Odenar?


    At the head of the room, on an ornate raised dais, sat the Imperial Throne, the solid gold representation of the empire’s power and wealth. Finely crafted, with filigree edges and mosaics of precious stones, it sat empty, but that emptiness rang with a degree of power that almost took Raine’s breath away, like the essence of the emperors that had rightfully claimed it down through time still had the ability to intimidate, to bring about an immediate submission.


    To the right, and one step down in height, was the black throne of the Imperial Princes. Carved from pure basalt, polished to a mirror smoothness, there was no decoration upon it. Stark and cold, it seemed as frightening, if not more so, then the emperor’s throne. After all, it was the princes who had often committed atrocities in their fathers’ names. They were the ones who had won battles and overrun countries. They were the right arm of the emperor.


    Imperial Prince Taldan sat with perfect ease upon the storied throne, clearly comfortable with the weight of all that his ancestors had done to bring about the greatness of the current day Anrodnes. Dressed in finely fitted clothing as black as the throne itself, he seemed more myth than man, a worthy successor.


    His Imperial Highness nodded, face completely expressionless, smooth and perfect as the mask his father wore.


    His companion, Lord Naral, stepped forward. “At the end of the ceremonial process of the Choosing, His Imperial Highness has made a final decision on the matter of his bondmate. The chosen candidate is Antan Gertem, the noted and much-respected artist from the territory of Carlenvae.”


    Raine watched the reactions of his fellow candidates. Prince Rees, Malar Ostan, and Laen Parlant looked disappointed but seemed pleased for Antan, immediately beginning to clap along with the assembled courtiers. The mage Valsen Maltes on the other hand, looked truly murderous for a split second before the rage morphed into something hidden, a false smile plastered over his features as he joined the applause.


    Raine shivered, tearing his gaze away from the mage. The sensations he felt fairly pulsing from Valsen made his head ache. He clapped, trying to push his own jumbled feelings aside, glancing at Antan in expectation of the man being both surprised and pleased.


    Instead, the artist looked like he was going to faint, and nothing in his expression pointed to pleasure. Shock, yes, aligned with fear and despair before he lowered his eyes and mastered himself, turning to bow to the imperial prince. Prince Taldan nodded back to him in complete frosty silence.


    Raine felt a surge of sympathy. He realized now that whatever warmth and passion Raine had wished for, dreamed of, could never happen with the prince. The man was the empire. All anyone else could ever be to him was a pale shadow of that fact.


    For the first time, Raine truly knew that he had escaped something he could not have endured. To be so close, yet never allowed in to the man’s heart, would be torture of a variety that he had never envisioned until this moment.


    Watching Antan’s bent head, he could feel no jealousy, only a sort of sad realization. He could sense how this man who had been chosen held no wish for the position. It was evident that he had been forced here, even as Raine had.


    Without the lure of knowledge and his fantasy of the prince as a mentor, Raine would have felt exactly the same way. Now it was painfully clear. He had made the right choice by removing himself from the Choosing.


    Raine dropped his eyes, unable to watch any further. That could have been him.


    The applause now seemed more a mockery than any degree of celebration.


    Silently, he slipped away from Isnay’s side while the diplomat was engrossed in the proceedings and left the hall that was suddenly far too stifling and crowded.


    He may have gained his freedom, but another had lost his.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen navigated the crowded revelry of the hallways with a calm dispassion that cleared the way for him. People moved aside without truly even recognizing that he was there, and he slipped through their ranks with an almost ghostly feel to his passage, so that several shivered without even knowing why.


    Once within the private corridors, he walked alone, only the guards watching with silent appraisal as he approached the private rooms of the Imperial heir.


    Two Shadows stood guard. Hredeen was not sure if they were Nie and Weis. If so, they were tireless, in the manner of their kind, as though human frailties held no sway over them. Exhaustion, hunger seemed no impediment to them. Time and again, Hredeen had seen them accompany the emperor from place to place within the walls of the palace, so alike in form and size that it was near impossible to tell them apart.


    Perhaps that was how they were chosen, purportedly as children of six years, to begin a training that was so brutal, so intensive and secret, that no child ever returned from the cold fortress high in the Montaige Mountains. Whispers and rumors held that any who did not complete the training died there, buried in the deep glacier that bordered its western wall. The truth had never been revealed in the two thousand years of their existence, and even the manner of their vow of protection of the emperor, the where and how of its creation, remained a complete mystery.


    It was enough that they existed, and that they protected the long line of emperors who had sat upon the golden throne of Anrodnes. The royal family saw them as part of their heritage. Beyond the inner chambers of the palace, people were terrified of them, often making signs of the gods to ward themselves as the shrouded warriors walked by. Hredeen, strangely enough, had never felt any fear of them. He understood them utterly. Perhaps his impressive empathy, so powerful, enabled him to detect their intent, and he had never felt in the least threatened by them. Respect, certainly, but not fear.


    In their turn, they seemed to regard him with a quiet respect as well, often touching their foreheads as he passed them. He always returned the gesture with a nod, as between two beings that knew their own worth and strength and had no reason to prove it.


    One of the Shadows opened the door to the heir’s apartment with a slight bow. Hredeen smiled at him as he passed, the door closing with exquisite silence behind him.


    It was painfully silent within the rooms, as it often was. Within his own private sanctum, Prince Taldan wanted no noise, no people, no indication of what he had to deal with beyond these walls.


    Hredeen felt a familiar sadness wash over him. Taldan was an enigma. It had always bothered Hredeen that the heir had been so completely molded into what was needed as emperor, leaving bits of himself stuffed down into hiding.


    If he had been born to another, he would have been the sort to quietly tend to himself, alone and perfectly content with it. A scholar alone with his experiments and ideas. Crafting amazing things, helping others, but at a comfortable distance.


    Instead, he was trapped into a role that did not suit him in the least. Hredeen knew there was far more to Taldan than most people would ever realize, that he had inherited far more emotion and empathy from his mother than he would be comfortable admitting. His training, so cold and soulless, could never quite eradicate his emotions, could not make him into a replica of Demarin.


    He worried for Taldan when he ascended to the throne.


    He shook his head. Perhaps Taldan’s father had been similar and the years had created the perfect emperor behind the mask. The soul sucked away to become something perfect, to become mere dispassionate logic with none of the trappings of humanity to hamper decisions.


    Hredeen shivered and pulled the wool wrap around his shoulders closer.


    Thoughts of Taldan having the same dead eyes as the emperor were horrific.


    He passed silently through the outer room to where the imperial prince had his private library along with a small, closed-off area where he could do experiments.


    It was always a welcoming place, warm and incredibly beautiful, the walls lined with books, the warm tones of the ornate antique wood shelves a welcome relief from the sometimes stark beauty of the rest of the palace.


    The floor-to-ceiling window in the corner was draped with a thick dark green curtain, usually mostly pulled shut to keep out the damaging light.


    Lit by sconces, the area had a soft golden glow to it, and Hredeen could see why Taldan gravitated to this place where he could just be, where the pressures beyond the doors could not follow.


    Sure enough, Taldan sat immersed in a book, comfortable upon one of the thickly cushioned couches that were scattered on the edges of the vast room.


    Hredeen watched with fondness that soon morphed into concern. Taldan’s fingers were white upon the spine of the book, and he reached up to rub his brow as though it pained him.


    Hredeen turned with silent grace and retreated back to the entrance, where he quietly asked one of the Shadows to send someone for food.


    The man nodded, a gleam of approval in his dark eyes.


    The concubine stifled a snort. It was completely obvious that words had been already exchanged, concern shown by the two Shadows. Taldan, as usual, would have brushed it aside.


    However, Hredeen had persuasions at his disposal that the Shadows did not.


    This time, Taldan looked up as he entered the library, blinking as though coming back from somewhere deep in his thoughts. His cold eyes warmed, as they always did in Hredeen’s presence, their link as powerful and evident as it had been the first day that Hredeen had been picked from a large group of potential concubines.


    Hredeen felt a smile curve his lips as he gently pried the book out of the prince’s hand before straddling him, sinking down to savor the heat of his lap. He reached out and traced high cheekbones, tsking at the shadows beneath those pale blue eyes.


    “You didn’t sleep, did you? And I can bet confidently on the fact you haven’t eaten today. At all.”


    Weary eyes met his. A reluctant nod confirmed his suspicions.


    “I’ve sent for food, and you will damn well eat it.” He put a finger over Taldan’s lips to silence the immediate protest. “No complaining.”


    Those beautiful eyes regarded him in silence for a moment, and then the prince wrapped long arms around him, laying his head against Hredeen’s chest. “I don’t know what I would do without you.” The murmur was so soft that it could barely be heard.


    Hredeen froze in surprise. He had never heard Taldan sound so unsure or give such an unabashedly emotional statement. Warmth flooded his very being, and he wrapped gentle arms around the silver head, cradling him as the precious thing he was.


    “You’ll never have to know,” he assured the prince. “I’m not going anywhere.”


    “I won’t allow him to change anything between us.” Taldan’s tone held grim determination. The fact he had mentioned this several times already pointed to it being a true, lingering concern.


    More telling was the use of “us.” Not the harem but “us.” Hredeen had to bite his lip against the tide of emotion that swelled over him.


    He knew he was a fool to feel this way for the imperial heir given his status. Such feelings could have no place in his life. The contract he had signed as a concubine ensured that for ten years he was available for all members of the imperial family, or anyone else given the honor of entering the harem.


    He was not allowed to become emotionally linked with any of them.


    He stroked over Taldan’s silver hair and laid a kiss upon it, butterfly soft.


    “Your Chosen is not a threat, my prince. Don’t shut him out because you think he might be. You need to know him first. He is more than just a tool for your using. If he is to become one of us, then we have to treat him that way, as a friend, not an intruder.”


    Taldan was silent, still, obviously listening, but making no comment.


    There was a soft knock, and the outer door opened. They could hear servants arranging the food upon the table, then the door closing once more.


    “Come.” Hredeen rose to his feet, viewing Taldan’s disappointed glare with amusement. “You will eat. Then I will give you a massage, and you can tell me about Antan.”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine had cleaned Isnay’s rooms to within an inch of their life, nervous energy eating at him, so that he felt like he was going to come out of his own skin.


    Something was happening, something somewhere that was going to impact him. He had always been able to detect trouble coming his way, perhaps part of his survival instincts that had kept him alive down through the years.


    Now it was tearing at him so that he could not settle.


    Isnay strode in, smiling at Raine, before freezing and staring around him in clear amazement.


    It was only then that Raine realized that he had most likely overstepped his bounds. This was Isnay’s private space, and Raine was here on sufferance. He should not have taken it upon himself to…


    “By the gods! This is amazing! I never have the time or energy to clean up the place, and it always bothers me.” With a big grin, he swept Raine into a hug, half lifting him from the pristinely washed floor.


    “I’m sorry,” Raine burst out. “I shouldn’t have assumed…”


    “Assume any time you like if it means you clean. My mother would faint if she walked in and saw how spotless this place is right now. Always getting nagged when she comes to visit.” He shot a glance at Raine, then frowned in sudden concern, coming closer to wrap an arm around the smaller man’s shoulders. “It’s fine, Raine. You didn’t tread on any toes.”


    Raine released his withheld breath with a sigh, relaxing under the half hug.


    Isnay shook him slightly, peering into his face. “You’re shaking, Raine. What in the gods’ name is wrong?”


    “I don’t know. I never know. I just get feelings—premonitions. Usually when something truly awful is about to happen.” He found himself leaning into the comfort of Isnay’s warmth.


    “Are you certain this isn’t just you being sure that nothing good can possibly happen to you?” Isnay prodded gently.


    Raine shook his head miserably. “No. This is too strong. I’ve had this all my life—”


    The knock on the door was loud and brisk.


    “Oh, gods…” Raine looked pale.


    Isnay ruffled his hair as he stepped away. “You need to relax, Raine. You might be from Odenar, but you are a citizen of the empire.”


    Isnay opened the door to meet the cold eyes of one of the Shadows, two more lurking behind him, weapons in hand.


    He swallowed with difficulty, trying to find his voice. The emperor’s guards didn’t do lackey duty. If they were here, then something serious was afoot, and that they had come to Isnay’s home…


    “Lord Raine Yoldis is staying with you?” The words were anything but friendly sounding.


    Isnay nodded, bracing himself. “He is. What is this about?”


    “You can come with him if you wish. He has been summoned to the emperor’s throne room. The emperor himself wishes to see him.”


    Isnay shot a startled look over his shoulder, taking in Raine’s pale visage before opening the door further.


    Raine leaned against the wall to keep from sinking down to his knees. Fear had him in its teeth. This, in no way, could possibly be good.


    In silence, they escorted him through the palace. Raine was too terrified to look up, though he heard murmurings as they passed by people in the hallways. Isnay was close at his side, holding his elbow firmly, perhaps as much to hold him up as any sort of comfort.


    Raine’s knees felt like they might give out beneath him, leave him crumpled upon the floor. It took all his will to keep walking, struggling to keep pace with the Shadows as they kept in strict formation around him.


    These were not the Shadows he had seen with the imperial prince. He couldn’t confirm that impression, but he had not felt threatened by Taldan’s Shadows, but these—these held menace in every movement.


    The great doors to the throne room were held wide. After they passed through, the massive doors closed behind them with a resonant boom that echoed through Raine’s very bones.


    He looked up now, trying to marshal his own fears as they moved through the silent, vast room to where a single figure sat upon the famous golden throne.


    The emperor himself.


    The emperor’s mask made him nothing human, nothing that could hold mercy, and Raine bit his own lip to stifle the whimper that almost broke free of his control.


    That cold, stark metal face, so unnatural, so terrifying in its unyielding stare, made him drop his gaze once more.


    The Shadows drew to an abrupt halt, saluting the emperor, the sudden silence ringing in Raine’s ears.


    “Kneel.” The nearest Shadow kicked the back of his knee.


    Raine half fell to the ground, realizing that Isnay was already down there, head bowed. Not in the room two minutes and already he had disrespected the emperor, the ultimate power. Mistake after mistake.


    He bowed more deeply, letting his forehead touch the ornate marble mosaic that decorated the area before the throne.


    He was dimly aware that he was trembling and squeezed his eyes shut.


    The strength of the response and the depth of anger that he was detecting from the Shadows, seemed to imply that this was a much greater misdeed than Raine would ever have imagined. Had the imperials who had been sent to Odenar discovered Parsul’s plans for Bhantan, for expanding Odenar into that country and seizing the illenium mines…? But his brother wouldn’t have been foolish enough to proceed with those plans without Raine being the Chosen.


    Raine looked up, breath catching as the doors to the throne room opened wide. The Imperial Heir, Prince Taldan, Prince Zaran, along with Lord Naral strode swiftly into the room, the doors booming closed behind them.


    Raine wanted to be ill. For his hero to see him in these circumstances was a nightmare he couldn’t believe was real…


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan felt something in his chest tighten as he realized it was Raine huddled upon the floor before his father.


    Nie, one of his Shadows, had come to get him, tension in his tone, saying only that his father had summoned him and he was to get to the throne room as swiftly as possible.


    Fortunately, he had already been at lunch with his brother and Naral both, so they had left their meal and gone together, all of them tense and concerned.


    The emperor did not summon his sons unless something was of great concern. Most matters were handled by Taldan himself and never had to impinge on the emperor’s time. That was the heir’s role, to deal with the lesser matters of the empire.


    Now he went to one knee before his father, hand to his heart, bending his head, tension thrumming through his body.


    This could only point to Odenar.


    “Rise, my sons.” The emperor gestured to the lesser basalt throne and the one beside it, smaller yet and ornately silver.


    Taldan bowed to his father once he gained his feet, before seating himself upon his throne, Zaran silently following suit on his silver one.


    Blue eyes gleamed at him behind the emperor’s mask. “You sent troops to Odenar, along with two diplomats.”


    Taldan nodded. “I sent you the report, my emperor.”


    He felt tension rise. Had he missed something? Failed to include something?


    The smooth mask turned to regard Raine upon the floor.


    “I sent two of my Shadows to look into this matter. Upon their arrival, they joined with your troops. It took only a few hours to discover that most of the Odenar army was missing. After considerable ‘persuasion’ of Lord Parsul Yoldis it was revealed that an invasion into the neighboring, autonomous country of Bhantan had been set in motion on the day that he and his brother, Raine Yoldis arrived, upon the order of Lord Parsul.”


    Taldan sucked in a harsh breath, rage beginning to find a foothold. He shot a glance at Raine, unable to believe…


    Raine had looked up. His face was white, his eyes wide with disbelief.


    “No. He wouldn’t have done it… He wouldn’t have been so foolish!” He turned his panicked gaze upon Taldan. “He wanted to speak to you about an illenium mine that would enrich the empire. That’s why he wanted me to become the Chosen, to have your support. He would not have simply acted on his own.”


    But the young man did not seem as certain as his words, even as he spoke them. Taldan almost rose to his feet, anger rising, fists clenching.


    “You knew about this?” The silence that fell was painful in its intensity. He could hear Raine’s panicked breathing before the young man lifted his chin and faced him fully.


    “I knew that he wanted the invasion. I never believed that he would simply go ahead with it. I tried to council him against the idea. I told him it was pure foolishness and that the empire would see it as…”


    “Treason?” Taldan questioned sharply.


    Raine flinched but met his angered gaze squarely. “I knew, but I couldn’t…” He swallowed hard. “I couldn’t betray him,” he finally choked out. “I might not be worth much, but I have some degree of loyalty…”


    “To the wrong person.” The emperor’s voice was ice itself. “You have only one loyalty. To Anrodnes. To the empire.”


    Raine flicked a panicked glance at the Emperor. “I am loyal to you. To the Empire. I never meant to—”


    The emperor held up a gloved hand, halting the spate of protestations.


    “You are under arrest, Raine Yoldis, for treason. Your family will be hunted down as the traitors they are. If they do not surrender, your life will be the price. I have already ordered our army to mobilize and chase down the invading force, using whatever force is necessary to see this invasion halted. We will hold you here currently as hostage to your family’s cooperation.”


    Raine half rose off his knees, flinching as one of the Shadows forced him back down harshly.


    “You don’t understand! Their behavior would never be moderated by concern for me. I am the worst person to use in this. Please—”


    “Enough.” The single word rang with power, bringing instant silence.


    Raine had fallen into a huddle, his shoulders shaking, head hanging.


    “Imprison him. He will remain in a cell until we have this entire mess dealt with.” His father turned to Taldan, his mask a frozen, emotionless sculpture of blank metal. “I want this dealt with swiftly. There will be no doubt in anyone’s mind what will happen to those who rebel against the empire. If Odenar needs to be made an example of, then see to it.”


    Taldan gave a sharp bow, giving a last icy glare in Raine’s direction as he struggled to remain detached and not give in to his fury. He was failing though. The betrayal cut too deep. He quickly rose and strode off, Zaran and Naral at his heels as always.


    This rebellion would be ended with extreme force. Not one of the empire’s conquered territories would dare to imitate the traitors after this was over.


    He left the room behind and did not look at Raine again. As far as he was concerned, the man was a traitor and would pay the price for it.

  




  
    


     


     


     


     


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


     


    Raine


     


    Raine was pushed into the cell with considerable force so that he stumbled forward, crashing into a wall, letting out a gasp as his injured ribs jarred painfully.


    The door clanged shut behind him. He slowly straightened, regarding his new quarters with dismal resignation.


    At least there was a bed of sorts, narrow and with the thinnest of mattresses, but it was not the cold flagstone floor as he had half expected. The room was barely long enough for the bed, and he wrapped his arms around himself in a futile search for comfort.


    Already the walls seemed to close in upon him, an impression no doubt aided by the fact that he could not simply leave, that he would be held here for the gods’ knew how long. And then?


    His fate linked to his brother’s actions. There was no hope then. He sank down upon the bed, putting his head in his hands, drawing a deep and shuddering breath of the stale, heavy air.


    Yesterday had been so amazing, a wondrous future unfolding before him. Enrolled in college. Having a job. Staying with a newfound friend… He flinched, remembering the betrayed look Isnay had given him as Raine was dragged from the throne room.


    He wanted, more than anything, to explain that he had never meant to harm anyone, never meant to…


    Now, as always, no one was going to care what he had been thinking. He would be judged by his family and never for his own reasonings.


    He bit his lip until he tasted blood.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    “I knew it! I knew the little bastard was hiding something!” Naral paced the room, flinging his arms around in his usual emphatic way. “He was too innocent, too naïve to be true. What in the hells did he think he was going to gain? Surely the brother was not truly foolish enough to believe that you would turn a blind eye to his invasion!”


    Taldan rubbed his temples, trying to fight back a raging headache. They had spent the day in meetings with the military generals and had finally hashed out details for a swift strike force to forge ahead of the main Anrodnes troops. Every fine point had been written up, and with the generals already hard at work getting ships ready to take them across the inland sea to Odenar, he had his own tasks. Number one, taking the information to the emperor and getting his permission to lead the foray.


    Zaran glanced at his brother and snapped at Naral. “Enough! What is done is done. I still don’t believe Raine meant anything sinister other than being reluctant to betray his own family. Watching his expression, the shock and disbelief, he thought that his idiot brother would not go so far.”


    Naral glared back. “All he had to do was tell Isnay. They were close. There was trust between them. Instead, he let this happen. A lie by omission is still a lie.”


    Taldan rose to his feet. He snatched up the papers and stalked from the room, leaving the bickering behind.


    Halfway to his father’s rooms, Isnay waylaid him.


    “Your Imperial Highness. Forgive me for interrupting you.”


    Taldan halted, trying to rein in his impatience, highlighted by the pounding in his skull. It took all his skill to keep his tone level and calm. “What is it?”


    “I would like to take Raine a few things to keep him comfortable while he is kept in the prison.” Isnay’s expression was neutral, but his eyes told Taldan a great deal.


    “You believe that he is innocent? That he didn’t come here as part of a plan to bring this invasion about?”


    Isnay flinched at the hardness of his eyes and looked away for a moment before returning his gaze, determination in the line of his jaw.


    “I’m a good judge of character. You have told me that.”


    Taldan nodded slightly.


    “Then trust me in this. There is nothing in Raine that would seek to harm others. Nothing. It is why he doesn’t fight back against his own abusers. It’s not in him. If there was harm meant, then it is the doing of that brother, the same one who dared to harm him here in the palace itself. Raine may have been foolish to keep quiet on this matter, but that is all.”


    “The emperor is not going to be merciful with this, Isnay. He can’t. This is blatant insubordination on Odenar’s part, and Raine is a member of the ruling family. Nobody is going to believe that he held no part.”


    Isnay lifted his chin. “I believe that Raine will be proven innocent. Until then, I ask that I be allowed to visit him, to take things to him.”


    “This will not put you in a good light, Isnay, consorting with a traitor.”


    Isnay’s eyes flashed. “You think I care for that, Your Highness? I believe this is a travesty of justice, and as a diplomat, I cannot let this go. I will do what I can for him, and others can judge me as they see fit.”


    Taldan measured the will behind the words before nodding. He did not wish to admit that the thought of Raine rotting away alone in a dark cell alone made a hidden part of him ache inside. He gritted his teeth. He should not allow his anger to rule him…or his caring and mercy. He must think clearly, keep his logic, and push away emotions. Isn’t that what his father would do?


    “As you will,” he replied. “I will give you written permission at the end of today.”


    Isnay swept into a bow, relief lighting his face. “I give you heartfelt thanks, Your Imperial Highness.”


    “Don’t thank me just yet, Isnay. When he is formally charged with treason… You know the fate of traitors. That, I have no way of changing.”


    He hardened his heart against the devastation writ large on Isnay’s face, nodding to him and continuing onwards. He still had the meeting with the emperor to get through. He had done all he could for Raine. From now on, his heart would need to be ice.


    He had reached a sense of inner calmness again once more when he reached the heavily guarded private wing of the palace where his father lived. Even Taldan was searched before he could enter the emperor’s personal rooms. No one was exempt from such a thing, and in the past, sons had often been the most dangerous threat to an emperor’s life.


    Taldan submitted to it as he always had, with cool, calm composure. After Taldan became emperor, this would happen to all who sought his presence within his private sanctum. He felt a pang that he would be even further removed from day-to-day life, that he would be regarded as a god, and as inviolate. That his face would be hidden behind the mask of the emperor. But such feelings only showed he had not fully mastered his emotions yet.


    He would need to try harder.


    Once the Shadows deemed him safe, he stepped forward through the door and sank to one knee, hand on heart, head bowed.


    “Come.” His father’s voice, always cool and emotionless, drew him further in, to where the emperor sat in a large, comfortable chair before the fireplace.


    Taldan was gestured into a chair across from his father. He sank into it with caution, keeping his posture perfect, his face expressionless.


    “I have the notes from the meetings, my emperor.”


    A long-fingered hand, gloveless now that he was within his rooms, reached out to accept the papers. Taldan glanced up at the mask, but as always, could discern little from those cool, blue eyes. Without facial expressions to guide him, it was impossible to say what his father might be thinking. The sad fact was that he had never seen his father without the mask. He would only recognize him from the portraits.


    A cup of tea appeared before him, and he almost flinched, so intent was he on the emperor’s reaction to what was planned.


    He glanced up at his father’s Chosen, Sarnwa, and offered a nod.


    His father’s Chosen was an enigma, silent and often fading into the background as skillfully as the Shadows themselves. As tall as the emperor and Taldan, he had the bright golden hair of the western territories, and the wide-shouldered build as well. Kind brown eyes met his before the Chosen melted back into the inner rooms.


    Despite having grown up with the man, Taldan knew very little about him, only that he had a calm, gentle manner. Whenever Taldan had injured himself as a child, it was Sarnwa who had silently appeared, soothing him in the closest to caring he had ever received.


    Now, looking back on it, Taldan wondered if his father had even been aware of what his Chosen had done, giving his son comfort when orders had been to the contrary.


    Perhaps the reason that Taldan was never as cold as his father was because of that interference, the knowledge that there was someone who cared, someone who saw nothing wrong with being emotional and crying when you were hurt.


    When Taldan had grown older and was under the sway of harsh tutors, the visits had ceased. From then on it had been the emperor’s way.


    Had Sarnwa’s kindness been exposed, and he had been kept away? Taldan had vowed in his mind that if his father should ever die, then Sarnwa would be freed, and he would be treated with the respect and honor that he deserved.


    Taldan pushed the thoughts away with impatience. He needed to maintain better control of his scattered thoughts. Now was not the time to delve back into the past and it certainly wasn’t the time for emotion to creep in.


    “This is well done,” his father said. “Exactly as I would have wished.” The emperor placed the papers down and leaned back in his chair, eyes fixed upon his son. “You will not be leading them.”


    Taldan froze, then forced his body into compliance, hiding his shock.


    “I don’t understand. I am the heir. The heir is the one who leads the military for the emperor. It has always been so.”


    “Your coronation is planned in a month. I have now determined that it will be sooner so that you will be able to fully deal with this with all the power of an emperor. I will not risk you in a country so far from the center of the empire. Especially when we don’t know what awaits in Odenar. The diplomats sent word that they and the small cohort of troops are being stonewalled when they try to travel beyond the capital. They have not been able to travel to Bhantan to see the truth of this invasion. This sign of rebellion is more than I will condone. I want our military to go in with extreme force, and Zaran will lead them in your place.”


    Taldan felt fear run cold down his spine. “My brother has not the training that I have had. I would be concerned for his safety.”


    “He is second born. He is expendable. Not to mention that upon attaining the throne, this will be his role for you regardless as he becomes the heir until you have offspring.”


    Taldan’s right hand, safely out of sight of his father, slowly curled into a fist. He kept silent, holding his father’s eyes without the slightest hint of emotion.


    At last, his father nodded, satisfied, the intensity of his stare lessening somewhat.


    “Good. I want the ceremony for the bonding arranged just before your coronation, as is custom, so the arrangements will have to be swift. Make sure this is clear to the Lord Chamberlain so that he will see that the Master of Ceremonies gets to work immediately. I want this done swiftly, Taldan. This is a risky time for the empire. We cannot be seen to be weak.”


    There was something almost weary in the tone, more so than he had ever heard from his father. The man had always seemed indomitable, more than mortal.


    The emperor watched him in silence for some time, and Taldan remained motionless, waiting with the patience that he had been taught so well.


    “You will need the magic for this, I believe. Once I have transferred it, you will be able to tap into the memories of all emperors, use their knowledge to your advantage. When events similar to this has happened in the past, any form of rebellion whatsoever, it has goaded other territories into testing our limits. Be aware. Be prepared.”


    Taldan nodded.


    “Anrodnes’s glory has been hard won down through time. I would not see it fall under the rule of my son.” There was clear warning in the words, a hint of doubt that made Taldan bristle, though he was careful to show no outward reaction.


    He had his own plans, his own beliefs, and he would not share them with his father anymore than his father had shared his thoughts and motivations with him. The isolationist way of the leadership seemed foolish to Taldan, even though he had been raised in its extreme hold.


    There were better ways, and he was going to find them. But first, he had a rebellious territory to quash, and his brother would be the one leading the imperial army…


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    The bolt in the cell door slid back. Raine rolled to his feet from the uncomfortable bed, wrapping an arm around his ribs as he did so. His impact with the wall had done the injuries no good. They ached fiercely, although he did not think they were reinjured. Merely jarred. Regardless, the pain made him catch his breath.


    He half expected to be dragged out, tortured for the little he knew. Anrodnes had never been known for mercy, and now, he was suddenly on the wrong side of their laws.


    Instead of the Shadows or some hulking interrogator, Isnay worked his way through the door sideways, burdened with a wealth of bags and a huge roll of something over his shoulder. Raine blinked in astonishment, then leaped to help his friend.


    Isnay emerged breathlessly from under the pile, laying everything down before reaching out and tugging Raine into an embrace.


    Raine hesitated, tears rising. He gently held Isnay, laying his head on the taller man’s shoulder and giving thanks to every god he could name.


    “I thought you would hate me,” he whispered hoarsely.


    Isnay stepped back, his own eyes none too dry. “I am not so fickle as that.”


    “I lied to you. I could have told you what Parsul was planning. Instead…”


    “You didn’t lie. You just kept your own counsel, as would anyone with a stranger. And I was a stranger, Raine.”


    “Not now. And I let you down. You shouldn’t even be here. They’ll—”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Isnay’s tone was fierce. “I believe in you, even if others don’t. I can’t do much to rectify what has happened, but I can damn well look after you as best possible.”


    Raine gave a choking laugh. “I can’t imagine what I’ve done that the gods gifted me with you.”


    Isnay waggled an eyebrow. “Or cursed you with me. It’s hard to say. Only time will tell. Until then, I have brought you a few things to liven up the place and keep you comfortable.”


    The roll turned out to be a down-filled pallet. They fitted it over the existing mattress to give support, and when Raine sat on it, it felt heavenly.


    Warm blankets and a thick duvet were added, the thin, scratchy wool blanket that had formerly been there being folded and put to the side.


    One of the bags, unusually heavy, soon proved to be full of books.


    Raine traced a finger down the spine of one of them, tears running down his cheeks.


    “I was going out of my mind, trying to imagine how I would endure being trapped here.” He hugged Isnay fiercely before stepping back, wiping his cheeks self-consciously. “You couldn’t have given me a greater gift.”


    “I know how you speed through them, so I will bring more each day. If you think of any that you particularly want, or a subject that grabs your attention, let me know.” Isnay rummaged around in another of the cloth bags and came up with a sheath of papers and several quills for writing, along with an inkpot. “I brought your notes so you can continue to work on things.”


    Raine shook his head and sank down upon the newly made bed, overwhelmed.


    “I can’t thank you enough, Isnay. I thought I would never see you again.”


    Isnay reached out and cupped his cheek. “Our friendship is more than that, shortly formed though it might be.”


    “I’m not worth this. For the gods’ sake, don’t get into trouble because of me.” Fear rose that Isnay would be judged for this, or worse, punished.


    “I have the permission of the imperial prince himself. I’m not a fool, Raine.”


    “He allowed this?” Raine’s tone was full of wonder.


    “He did. I have a written note.” He patted his pocket with one hand. He shook his head at Raine’s expression. “Don’t give him too much credit, my friend. This is not any particular kindness, nor is it a sign he believes you. I’m his best friend’s cousin, and he considers me part of his inner circle because of that link. I wouldn’t count on any mercy being extended toward you.”


    “But this is mercy. He could have so easily said no.” Raine rose and paced the small area. “Thank him, if you get the chance.”


    Isnay looked saddened momentarily, as though he were concerned that Raine was not understanding what he was attempting to convey, before he simply nodded. “I will.”


    Raine sighed with relief, then stiffened as the door swung open and one of the Shadows stood looming in the space.


    “Time is up, Lord Isnay.” He bowed his head slightly, but his eyes were hard upon Raine.


    Isnay nodded, tugging Raine forward for a swift, hard hug. “Hold your spirits. I won’t stop trying to make them see that you had no role to play in this debacle.” He stepped back and tapped Raine’s nose with a forefinger. “Chin up. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


    Raine nodded tightly, unable to speak as he watched Isnay turn and make his way through the door and past the Shadow, who eyed Raine warningly, before he swung the thick door shut, the sound of the bolt loud in the room.


    Raine glanced around him, pushing away the melancholy to snatch up one of the books.


    Within moments, he forgot he was in a prison at all.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan looked up from his desk at the knock on the door. He reached out and carefully wiped his quill and put it on its stand. “Enter.”


    His Chosen entered slowly, hands clenched into nervous fists, flinching slightly as the door closed behind him. The terror on Antan’s face was unsettling, to say the least.


    “Please, sit.” Taldan waved toward the chair on the far side of his desk, the one Zaran favored for its comfort.


    Antan eyed him warily, then perched on the edge of the chair as though he might take flight at any moment.


    Taldan leaned back into his chair, giving the man more space.


    “I’m not going to hurt you, Antan. No matter what you may have read, or indeed heard, I will never harm my Chosen.”


    The man blinked, then clasped his hands tightly in his lap, struggling to control his expression.


    “I never thought you would, Your Imperial Highness. I merely…”


    “I have no doubt at all that you have heard or read any number of salacious stories about what it means to be a bondmate of the emperor. You came here today fully certain that I would rape you and stake my claim immediately.”


    Antan paled alarmingly. “No! I…”


    Taldan waved a dismissive hand. “I take no insult from your belief. If I were in your shoes, I would no doubt think the same. I will not lay a hand on you until the ceremony itself. Although we must have sex on that night, for the rest of it, I believe we need time and proximity to grow comfortable with the notion of what this bond will mean. I am no more at ease with it than you are.”


    The thought of intimacy with his Chosen did nothing for him now. Save for Hredeen, the only other man he’d had those feelings—brief though they had been—was for Raine. He was glad he had chosen his bondmate with his mind instead of listening to the distraction and irrationality of the heart. An emperor must put the good of the empire first and foremost.


    Antan stared, then flushed deeply. “I apologize for my foolishness, Your Highness. There is so little information out there.”


    Taldan nodded. He tapped his lips with a forefinger. “It might be wise to see that some of the histories and journals of the Chosen are more readily accessible, especially just before a Choosing, when stories are most rampant.”


    He rose to his feet and skimmed through two shelves of books, pulling out several as he went.


    “Here. These are the most relevant I know of. It might ease your mind to read about the experience of other Chosen.”


    Antan had regained some of his color and nodded swiftly. “Thank you, Your Highness…”


    “We will be working together in the future, and we will need to find a relationship that best fits that goal.”


    Antan swallowed hard and glanced down, tracing a thumb over the cover of the topmost book. “I would be most honored to help you with your works.” He glanced up, blinking nervously. “Will I be allowed to continue other projects?”


    “You mean your own artwork?” Taldan considered the matter for a moment, running the thought through his mind. “I don’t see why not, although my works will be of prime importance. They will always come first. Is that clear?”


    Antan nodded, a hint of relief in his expression. “I am at your command, Your Highness.” He worried at his lip for a moment. “Will I have my own quarters?”


    “Within my rooms, yes. You will not be allowed to leave unless I grant you the privilege. I am sure you have heard that much.”


    His Chosen nodded jerkily, a hint of desperation in his expression. “We will both have our own rooms though?”


    Taldan narrowed his eyes. “Yes. Although you need to be available for my needs at all hours. If I choose to come to you or order you to come to me, there will be no delay, regardless of the hour.”


    Antan was trembling very slightly, and Taldan felt that he needed time and space to work through his acceptance of what was to come.


    “The ceremony has been moved up. If all goes according to the new plan, it will take place within two weeks.” He paused as Antan flinched once more. If Taldan had been a more emotional creature, he might have taken umbrage with how afraid his Chosen was of being with him. “I have assigned a member of the ceremonies staff to work with you so that you will understand the event and be ready for the day.”


    Antan was looking down, twisting his fingers together, white knuckled, but he nodded in response.


    Taldan sighed and rapped on his desk. The door immediately opened, and a small, thin man stepped in, bowing deeply.


    “This is Rensiben. He is the one I spoke of. Listen well to him and be prepared. There is little time.”


    “Yes, Your Imperial Highness.” Antan managed a less-than-graceful bow, then backed away to the door, almost fleeing through it once he straightened.


    “He will be ready, Your Imperial Highness. I will personally ensure it.” Rensiben put a hand to his heart. He turned away and pulled the door softly shut behind him.


    Taldan rubbed his forehead and rolled his neck before reaching for his quill once more.


    So much to accomplish in so little time. The fact that this coming conflict had pushed the coronation closer was vexing. He paused, quill suspended above the paper. Was that the true reason his father had demanded that things be sped up?


    There had been something there, when he spoke to him, something the emperor was withholding.


    He dipped the quill into the ink, chastising himself for delaying even a moment. To attempt to comprehend the actions and reasoning of the emperor was a useless and ultimately frustrating enterprise.


    He would find out in due course.


    Still, annoyance surged along the edges of his consciousness, and he tried to push it away. He well knew the reason for its presence.


    The fact that he was not going to be leading the army during this time would not reflect well upon him in the people’s eyes. They would not understand the reasoning, and certainly the emperor was not about to explain. Taldan could see this matter stretching out into the future and making his reign that much more complicated.


    His lips thinned. If the populace decided to rise up, decided to test him, they would not like the results. He might be attempting to bring peaceful economic prosperity, but he came from a long line of men who had not hesitated to kill in the empire’s name.


    Their peace had been hard won. If a brutal response was what was needed, then he had the blood of warriors running through his veins.


    He would not be less than all the emperors of the past had been.


     


    * * *


     


    Isnay


     


    Isnay laid a hand upon Zaran’s shoulder, feeling the tension there with concern.


    “You will have personal guards?”


    Zaran shrugged out from his touch, looking less than composed as he paced about the room, expression set and tight. “The emperor has pledged me a contingent of Shadows. Whether that is to protect me or to ensure that I do what is needed, I cannot really say.”


    There was a fair amount of bitterness in the words. Certainly, the emperor’s youngest son had never had any doubt that he was merely insurance for the future of the emperor’s line in the event that the heir should be harmed. If Prince Taldan had received no affection, then it had been doubly so for Zaran. If not for Taldan’s care of him, Zaran would have been a lost little ghost in the scheme of things.


    Isnay had always found the youngest brother to be the more practical of the two princes, having had to make do in ways that Taldan had never experienced. He seemed more aware of those around him, perhaps a survival strategy in the politics and infighting of the imperial court. Certainly his silent demeanor often led to him discovering things, things that made him a very good choice for the titled head of the security forces, Naral’s commander.


    Naral might be the leader of the city’s forces, but Zaran was the mind and director of security for the whole of Anrodnes. His sharp mind and suspicious nature made him a natural for the role.


    Taldan could not have a better person at his back, and Isnay was more than glad that it had turned out as it had, the two brothers closer than they or anyone else truly understood. There would be no sibling murders in this reign, thank the gods. Instead, Isnay felt that the two of them could forge a partnership that could make the empire stronger still and perhaps pave the way for a future where family members might work together.


    The door flew open, admitting a furious Naral, who then slammed it shut with enough force to make Isnay’s ears ring with the sound.


    “Cousin?” He made a move toward Naral, but his cousin flopped into the nearest chair, scowling fiercely, hands clenched upon the arm rests.


    Prince Zaran eyed him with weary resignation. “Now what?”


    “The emperor himself has forbidden me to go with you into Odenar.” Naral bared his teeth, eyes flashing with fury.


    The younger prince’s expression was surprised.


    “Of course you would not be allowed to go. You’re the head of the security forces here, Naral.”


    Naral glared at him. “I don’t give a damn what my job is. You aren’t going alone.”


    Zaran raised a brow. “As my brother would say, think about this logically. I’ll hardly be alone, with an army at my back and Shadows surrounding me.” He cocked his head, regarding the other man gravely. “You’re brave, but your sword won’t make the difference.”


    Naral gave a disgusted snort. “Like they’ll take care of you? They see nothing but your title, not the man. You are as bad as Taldan, never thinking of your own needs. You need someone with you.”


    Isnay stared in surprise at his cousin before glancing at Zaran.


    The prince had a peculiar expression, softer somehow than his normal cold demeanor.


    “You’re a fool to have the emperor annoyed at you. I will be fine.”


    Naral folded his arms over his chest, scowling, refusing to answer and looking rather like an overgrown toddler.


    Isnay bit back a smile. His cousin was so overbearing, so loud and forceful with his emotions, but he cared fiercely for everyone around him. He was a good man, though he could learn a thing or two about tact. The man didn’t have a diplomatic bone in his body.


    Isnay had spent half his life soothing ruffled feathers that Naral left in his path. He was exasperating and sweet in the same package. It was good that he had Taldan behind him because the gods know that he would have been in serious trouble a time or two over his attitude.


    “I’ve talked to Gratolin. He and two of the men are going with you. It’s the best I can do, damn it.” The frustration was clearly evident.


    Zaran moved to lay a hand on his shoulder, a small, rare smile tilting his lips. “I thank you then, but taking your second in command away? Now? You will need him with the coronation only days away.”


    “I’ll make do. You’re more important.” Naral scowled more deeply before rising to his feet impatiently and storming out of the room as precipitously as he had arrived. Rather like a human hurricane.


    Zaran and Isnay glanced at each other, and neither could prevent a small chuckle from breaking free. The gloomy atmosphere had definitely been lightened.


    “He wears himself into the ground, worrying about everyone and everything.” Zaran’s wry observation was nothing but the truth.


    “You and Taldan are his family. He considers you brothers. There’s not much you can do about it once he makes up his mind.”


    Zaran’s expression went blank for a moment, then he turned away, back to his desk. “I need to make lists. Would you help, Isnay? We leave for Odenar tomorrow evening.”


    Isnay laid a gentle hand on Zaran’s shoulder. “Are you ready for this, my prince?”


    Zaran paused, then glanced up, his eyes bleak.


    “I have to be. I will be both a representative of my father, and with Taldan’s ascension, his right hand. I have no choice but to be everything that would make Anrodnes proud.”


    And with that, the gloomy atmosphere had returned. Isnay wondered what he could possibly say that was in the least comforting.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine heard the bolt draw back, and he rose to his feet, already smiling, anticipating Isnay’s arrival.


    The door swung open, and his stomach clenched as a powerful surge of energy bombarded him. He immediately dropped down to his knee, heart pounding.


    Prince Taldan stepped through the door.


    “Rise. I have come to speak to you, and I advise you to answer my questions with complete honesty. At this point, you are on the edge of survival.” The cold tones flowed over him, and Raine swallowed with difficulty before nodding fervently.


    He got to his feet, whereupon the imperial heir gestured for him to sit upon the bed.


    One of the Shadows brought in a chair and set it down for the prince, who seated himself with that eerie grace he possessed that always caught Raine’s eye.


    Raine returned his gaze to Taldan, fighting to meet that cold stare with even a sliver of equanimity. “Yes, I understand, Your Imperial Highness.” He could do this. Perhaps this was the chance to clear his name, make sure that his side of things had been told properly. He just had to make sure that he thought carefully, chose the words that would convey his reasoning.


    More than anything, he wanted to set this right. He wanted to make that icy look in the prince’s eyes fade away into the almost heated look he had seen once before…


    “When, exactly, did your brother create the idea of invasion?” Taldan’s gaze bored into him, no mercy in those cold eyes.


    “Two years ago. After a friend of his had traveled to Bhantan to purchase a stallion.”


    “There was no thought of this before that?”


    “Not that I was aware of, but Your Highness, I was not exactly the person most likely to be told of such things.”


    Taldan nodded curtly in acknowledgement. “How did this visit prompt thoughts of invasion?”


    “His friend laughed about the security at the border, that there was none, just a couple of guards at the roadside, no military post, no attempt to question their presence other than wish them a good trip.” Raine gave a sad grimace. “Bhantan is a nation that prizes peace highly, and they do not have an army and are led by an elderly king. I find it sad that being peaceful, being pleasant, should immediately bring about thoughts of how to take advantage of their nature.”


    Taldan watched him with a gimlet stare, but something seemed to relax ever so slightly at Raine’s comment. “Indeed. So that alone was the reasoning? The cause? Bhantan was weak and unprepared?”


    Raine frowned. “A new coal mine opened in Bhantan’s north, close to the mountains, and they discovered a huge deposit of illenium. That metal is worth a fortune in the market. Apparently, Bhantan is already shipping it to the east, where it is prized highly, and people will pay almost any amount to possess it. My suspicion is that Parsul and my brothers saw an opportunity for wealth and power. Controlling the mines would give them leverage, even leverage with the empire.”


    Taldan’s eyebrow rose steeply. “Did Lord Parsul think we would not find out? Even if we had been as foolish as he seemed to assume and approved the invasion or looked the other way, Persis would expect the lion’s share of the illenium.”


    “Your Highness, I talked till I was blue in the face about the certain outcome of any invasion. Whatever the reasoning behind it, it was a fool’s game at best and a death sentence at worst. I’m well aware of the penalties for traitors. I may not be familiar with most of the laws of Anrodnes, a lack I feel keenly now that I understand the differences, but I know the basics, and I felt very, very sure that the emperor would not see my brother’s actions as anything but an act of rebellion. I argued with him…” He raised a hand to a show a pink scar just under his hair line. “I received this in return. It was then I gave up on trying to convince him of the sheer madness of what he was proposing.” He looked up, meeting the prince’s stare fully. “Parsul is not one to listen to prudent advice. He believes himself supreme ruler of Odenar and seems to think that Anrodnes is too far away to care.”


    “Yet he sent you here to me,” Taldan said. “And because of that, he has jeopardized his plan.”


    “He felt…he felt that I could seduce you with my looks…become the Chosen… Then you would look the other way when my brothers acted. If it upset you…then I would be here to soothe you…”


    He could barely get the words out. The pain and shame inside him were burning through his heart. He had failed this man so badly. How had he ever even dreamed he might be worthy of him?


    Taldan pinched the bridge of his nose in obvious disgust.


    Raine could only agree. What a mess. All because of a foolish man seeking power. But then was that not the history of any country? Fools blinded by greed, losing sight of their own people. In the end, they always failed, usually because of an uprising from desperate citizens.


    It was so tiresome, the idiocy and self centered blindness.


    “When you came here, were you aware of his orders for the actual invasion? That he had set the invasion in motion before you arrived here?” Taldan’s blunt question rang in the room, the importance of it hanging in the air. Raine had the feeling that this above all would determine his fate.


    Raine raised his chin, gathered his courage. “I was not aware. I was terrified of his plans for me regarding being the Chosen, and that occupied all my thoughts. I knew nothing beyond that he was considering the invasion should I be the Chosen. I knew I would not be the one, so I felt that the invasion would never happen without your support. I never would have dreamed that he would have actually ordered it whether I was chosen or not.”


    “I apologize, Your Highness. I was afraid, and my brother did not help matters with his threats.”


    The other eyebrow rose. “Threats? Clarify.”


    Raine flushed with shame. It took all his strength to meet those cold blue eyes and keep his voice steady. “He said that if I did not achieve my goal, that he would see me spending time serving in a brothel.”


    Taldan narrowed his eyes. “The goal of you being the Chosen. And how did he expect you to achieve this when the decision was completely mine?”


    “He expected me to seduce you, Your Highness. Any way I needed to…”


    Silence fell, neither man looking away.


    Taldan blinked finally, breaking the moment. “Did he think me so foolish, so ruled by my body that I would make such a mistake? Choose a candidate based on sex alone?”


    “He knows nothing of you, Your Highness. The truth is that my brother is blinded by his conviction of his own brilliance and his equal conviction that everyone else is a fool waiting to be fleeced.” Raine slumped forward, elbows on knees, feeling unutterably weary. “I realize that it sounds so improbable, foolish enough to be impossible, but I can only tell you what I have seen, heard and experienced. The lack of direct connection with Anrodnes has created a ruling class that believes it is inviolate, that they can make all choices for themselves and receive no repercussions from the empire that conquered them so long ago. Memories are short, and people soon forget the past and begin to want more autonomy for their own gain.”


    Taldan sat back and regarded him in silence, his manner more thoughtful now than threatening. “Yet you defended him with your silence.”


    Raine rubbed his forehead. “I cannot even explain my foolishness to myself, much less convince you that I had no part in this invasion. From my present viewpoint, I look upon what I did, and it is completely clear that I should have told Isnay, or you, of what could possibly occur. Whatever prompted my silence makes no sense, even to me. I think, in the end, I believed that what I knew was so improbable, so ridiculous, that my brother would see the light and it would never occur. When I failed to be chosen, I thought Parsul would abandon the plan as too risky. I’m ashamed to say I was wrong. If nothing else, I am certainly guilty of poor reasoning and misplaced loyalty.”


    Taldan leaned forward in a mirror pose to Raine. “I tend to agree. Certainly Isnay and my younger brother are defending you.”


    Raine made a small sound of shock. Isnay’s support warmed his heart, but in no way had he expected the younger imperial prince to be in the least interested in his fate. “I find myself surprised that your brother would care one way or the other. I am also deeply grateful for Isnay’s support. He is a good man with a kind heart. He has done far more for me than I ever could have expected. More than anyone ever has before.” He blinked back tears and turned away so that the prince wouldn’t see how much it affected him.


    “Isnay is a good man, but he is also a very wise man. He has insights into the human character that I rely on. I know the logistics, I know the theory, have written books on the human mind and why people act as they do, but the true understanding, the comprehension that Isnay possesses is something one is born with, a gift of great value. It is nothing I will ever have.”


    “Your highness, you are so accomplished in a wide array of disciplines that such a singular lack is surely permissible.” Raine would not allow this man to diminish himself in the slightest. Not his hero.


    Taldan’s lips quirked into something perilously close to a smirk. “I thank you for the support.”


    Raine flushed brightly, straightening up anxiously. “I apologize, Your Highness…”


    Taldan raised a hand to halt the spate of words.


    “Do you swear to me that all you have told me is true?” The icy stare was back, boring through Raine’s defenses until he cringed back.


    “To my knowledge, everything that I have told you is the truth. I have held nothing back this time.” He wished to the hells that he hadn’t held anything back the first time, and perhaps, just perhaps, he would never have found himself in this mess. Although perhaps his family connections were always bound to bring him grief…


    “My father will seek your death if it is proven that your brothers are proceeding with the invasion.” There was something in Taldan’s tone now, something gentler and less formal.


    Raine blinked away tears that rose at even so small a degree of caring. For some reason, this man’s opinion meant so much.


    “I know. I also understand there is nothing you or anyone else can do. An example needs to be made.” He wiped his eyes with the inside of his wrist. “I just happened to get into the worst position, something I am very, very good at.” He gave a watery chuckle. “Your Imperial Highness, may I ask a favor of you?”


    Taldan narrowed his eyes but nodded.


    “Make sure that Isnay will not be present at the execution.” Raine swallowed hard, then gathered his resolve. “Please don’t let him see.” He clenched his hands together, fingers whitening with the force. “If there is any mercy to be found, I ask that my death be swift.” He looked up, met those blue eyes with all the courage he could muster.


    “That is what I ask of you,” he whispered.


    Taldan stared at him, no change in his expression, but his body was abnormally stiff, frozen in place. Finally, he gave a single, brief nod, before rising and gazing intently down at Raine.


    “I will do what I can, Raine Yoldis.” His voice was softer than Raine had ever heard before.


    Without another word, the prince inclined his head, the movement strangely respectful and turned away, exiting the room. A Shadow stepped in, grasped the chair and left, and moments later the door slammed closed.


    Raine sat in the sudden silence, head in hands, going over everything he had said. He had covered all that he wanted clarified, but was it enough? In the end, it would be the choice of the emperor, a man not known for mercy of any kind.


    Hope held no part in his fate.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TWELVE


     


    Zaran


     


    Naral ignored protocol and reached out to tug Zaran into a tight hug.


    The prince obviously hardly knew how to react, but slowly put his arms around the older man and hugged back, closing his eyes briefly, perhaps at the thought that they might not meet again.


    Taldan watched, tamping down his own doubts. He had complete faith in the power of the Anrodnes military.


    The gravity of what Zaran was embarking on had haunted him since the discovery that his brother would be the one to lead the mission. It was almost a relief that the day had arrived, that he would have no more time for worry and stress.


    Now he could act the part of heir to perfection under years of his father’s tutelage. No one would know his concerns for his brother, his doubts.


    Zaran stepped back from Naral, forcing a smile that looked anything but natural, before he turned to Taldan and bowed his head, touching his fingertips to his chest in heartfelt reverence.


    Taldan reached out to touch his shoulder, a gesture of great meaning from the imperial heir who showed so little humanity in public.


    Their eyes met, and Taldan hoped that his brother saw the faith in his gaze, the confidence that Zaran could and would do justice to the role he had been given.


    Zaran nodded once, indicating the message had been understood, then he turned and went to his knees, bowing before his father.


    “You will see this matter swiftly concluded,” his father’s voice rang powerfully over the packed courtyard where people knelt fully before the emperor, awed at his rare appearance. “You are my voice and my sword arm in this, and my will shall be done.”


    Zaran rose to his feet, hand now flat over his heart. “I am your weapon, my emperor. Your will be done.”


    He bowed deeply, then turned to mount his horse. In the small crowd behind the royals, Taldan caught sight of Hredeen blowing a kiss, and Isnay raising a hand, expression tight with concern.


    Zaran nodded in their direction, before turning his mount, the generals following behind him in perfect synchronicity. The crowd rose, cheers sounding, flowers flung that scattered over his armor, bright colors against the dark metal. Taldan saw his brother grasp a rose and tuck it into the edge of his chest plate, perhaps hoping it brought him luck.


    He would need it.


     


     


    After his brother boarded the ship for Odenar, Taldan found himself at loose ends.


    For once, his mind could not focus on his many projects. The realization that Zaran was not in the palace, not close to hand, was far more bothersome than he would ever have expected.


    Certainly Naral was no help, moping about the place like he had lost a family member. It brought home how close the three of them were and how strange this was that one should be missing.


    What Zaran would find upon his arrival, what message he would send back to Anrodnes, would determine Raine’s fate, yet another concern piled into his thoughts. Yet again, the young man came to the fore, and his selfless requests, so heartfelt, echoed in Taldan’s memory.


    Add to that the number of times the Lord Chamberlain had come calling, asking for his input on the coming ceremonies, and Taldan’s mind had no hope of buckling down and getting anything at all done.


    Zaran had been so concerned about his fitness to lead the army. Now Taldan, for the first time, was feeling tension over the fact the coronation was so close.


    Before, he had not had the slightest doubt in himself and his abilities. Now, with the time abruptly shortened and a possible war on the horizon, he felt blindsided and ill-prepared, something he had never before experienced.


    Doubts were only highlighted by the fact that he could not agree with his father over Raine’s guilt. That he was guilty of withholding vital information yes, but of being part of this entire enterprise? That was where Taldan’s reasoning differed from his father’s.


    His father was rigid in his certainty that any degree of opposition was a seed that grew into rebellion, that threatened the empire as a whole.


    Taldan was not so sure.


    Then again, he had not lived through the time of acquisition, of war and strife and bringing the conquered to heel. He had only lived in the result of it and saw a need for something different, something that people could accept more readily. Something that brought order and prosperity to the world.


    Now, in the face of what was happening in Odenar with a violent invasion for no other reason than greed, he wondered if he had been naïve. Perhaps his father had the right of it. An iron fist and fear were all people were capable of understanding. Give them more freedom and they let their base natures take over, greed, avarice, and brutality rising to the fore.


    Essentially it boiled down to there could be one tyrant, the emperor, or many as they fought for power.


    He would never understand humanity.


    Taldan found himself abandoning the comfort of his rooms and wandering the palace with no clear purpose, something he could never remember doing before.


    Taldan found himself in front of the harem doors without even realizing it, the guards there eyeing him quizzically.


    He took a deep breath and nodded. The guards swung the doors open, and he entered.


    There was a rush of sound as the concubines went to their knees, murmuring greetings. Taldan let his eyes rove over them, then beyond, feeling the tension slide away as he saw Hredeen on the far side of the room, curled up in the window seat of the vast, floor-to-ceiling windows that lit the entire harem brightly.


    Hredeen put the book down and swept into a graceful kneeling bow that was so sensual it made Taldan’s mouth dry so that he had to swallow hard.


    Taldan stepped past the other concubines, having only eyes for Hredeen.


    He leaned down, offered a hand, and Hredeen looked up with a smile that reached his eyes, something that Taldan knew was reserved for him alone.


    It always warmed something within him, a place that had always been iced over before Hredeen’s coming.


    Long fine fingers grasped his own, and the concubine rose with fluid grace.


    Rumor had it that Hredeen had to have been born from an incubus given his seemingly unnatural degree of sensuality, a perfect form, and movement that was an allure all its own.


    Hredeen never spoke of his past, and Taldan respected that, although he could admit to healthy curiosity over the matter. All that was known was that Hredeen had appeared at a highly publicized gathering for the choosing of harem occupants for the imperial heir. Until then, Taldan had had access to his father’s harem, but when he reached twenty-one, the age of majority, he was given the right to find his own concubines.


    On that day, Taldan had already made several choices when his gaze had landed on a man standing off by himself, watching, but not coming any closer to the princes, not crowding around them as the others had done.


    The unknown man was lithe, but his was the build of an athlete, not someone who led an indulgent lifestyle. All sleek grace. His hair was braided into intricate loops, and the sheer mass of it indicated that its length when free would be truly remarkable. The color was beyond beautiful, shades of gold that glinted in the light, changing as he turned to face Taldan and met him eye to eye.


    The man had swept into a perfectly executed bow, with a flourish that indicated he was from another culture, certainly not from anywhere close to Persis. His features certainly proved that supposition. His face was narrow, long, with high cheekbones, and ever so slightly slanted eyes that were—purple?


    Taldan found himself drawn forward, fascinated.


    Gently, he reached out and took the man’s chin in his hand, tilting that face up so he could see more clearly.


    The man met his eyes fully, no fear in their depths, no excess humility or shyness evident.


    Even though he stood almost a head shorter than Taldan, he held the calm, confident manner of someone who knew his worth. Taldan felt as though he were meeting an equal, not a subordinate, though the stranger had shown perfect etiquette and respect toward him.


    Taldan had held a hand suspended over a lean cheekbone and found himself asking, “May I?”


    Never had he done such a thing before. He was the imperial heir, his power only below that of the emperor himself. Others were there for his convenience.


    Yet, here, now, he asked permission to touch.


    Those eyes glittered, the color darkening to true blue before the fascinating stranger smiled. It was as though the room brightened, and Taldan could only blink, dazzled.


    “You may.”


    Taldan shivered, a shaft of instant lust tightening his body more swiftly than he could ever remember happening.


    That voice…


    Smooth, slightly husky, like liquid chocolate that smoothed over his nerves and transported him from the world and into nothing but pleasure itself.


    He realized his fingers were trembling ever so slightly, and he took a deep breath, ruthlessly bringing himself back into harsh control. He laid his fingers upon an incredibly smooth cheek that bore no sign of stubble, no indication that there was any hair whatsoever.


    It was so strange, so fascinating.


    If the elves still existed in anything other than stories, then this man would seem to be of their blood.


    He stroked back a stray bit of hair behind a well-shaped ear, half disappointed when it was not pointed. He could almost laugh at his own wish for a fantasy to come true.


    There were no elves. Perhaps never had been but in legend.


    Taldan had thrust the thought away, leaning closer, eyes fastened upon lush, full lips that practically begged to—


    The man leaned up, letting his hands rest softly on Taldan’s forearms and met him halfway in a kiss that made the world fall away.


    It could have been minutes, or even hours, before Taldan drew back, breathless, aroused to the point of pain. He stared at those kiss-swollen lips and almost whimpered with need.


    “Your name?” he whispered softly, as though it were only them in the vast room. As though the others around them had ceased to exist.


    “Hredeen, my prince. My name is Hredeen, and I am yours…”


    That had been eight years ago, eight years that had flown by. Now, Taldan had a hard time remembering life before Hredeen’s arrival.


    He was so much a part of their lives, had slipped into his role with such ease and grace that he had become a necessary part of the palace. There was no one who did not know him, respect him in a way that no other concubine earned.


    Even the Shadows acknowledged him, and their evident respect often made Taldan wonder. There was so much more than met the eye with Hredeen, like shifting waters and unknown depths. Yet Taldan had always respected his reticence on his past.


    The instant bond between them only grew with time, honing into something well-balanced and fond, an enjoyment in each other’s company that went far beyond the harem.


    It only grew, never faded. Here and here alone he indulged his body and his emotions. The harem was a place of refuge for him. He’d always thought himself weak for needing it, for needing Hredeen, but of late he’d begun to wonder.


    After meeting Raine and the trials of the Choosing, of seeing his father again, so utterly cold and isolated, he’d begun to wonder even more…


    Even now, Taldan felt a breathless anticipation as he drew Hredeen up to his feet and bent to meet his lips.


    Strong arms wrapped around his shoulders, and the concubine kissed back with a force of passion that never seemed to lessen.


    As always, time seemed to fall away, and it was only the two of them.


    When at last they both drew back, Taldan’s senses were floating, as always happened, and he was grateful when Hredeen took his hand and led him to the window seat.


    He sank upon its softness thankfully and savored Hredeen’s warm body pressed along his side.


    Those amazing eyes looked at him, through him, in a way that only Hredeen had ever achieved.


    “You are troubled over more than Zaran’s leaving.”


    As always, Hredeen knew the whole of it. It should have been annoying, even concerning, that another knew him so well, better than Zaran or even Naral, but Taldan had never been able to rouse worry over the strangeness of their relationship.


    Those long fingers that knew every inch of Taldan’s body so well now grasped his hands, and Hredeen kissed the back of them with slow care.


    “You will be an emperor beyond any that have been before. You will bring change, change that will bring a time of peace and prosperity unlike any your people have known. Do not doubt yourself, my prince. Your time is coming, and all you have worked so diligently on, all that you have sacrificed of yourself, will lead to a new future for us all.”


    The words were powerful, surging through Taldan’s thoughts, echoing through his mind as though they held magic of their own.


    Hredeen smiled, and the vague impression slipped away.


    “You have been training for this all your life, my prince. You are as ready as any soul could possibly be, and you have your own plans, your own beliefs to bring into play. It is time.”


    Taldan blinked and shook his head as though casting off a spell.


    “I’m glad that you have such faith,” he commented wryly. “For myself, I am finding all manner of doubts rising up. I thought I had several years at least to plan, to grow into who I will need to be. As it is, I will be the youngest of my lineage to take the throne. I cannot imagine that my ancestors would have believed that I had enough life experience to be an able emperor.”


    Hredeen tsked. “Each man has his own difficulties, his own doubts and barriers. Now, with time between us, we see those past rulers as less than human, less than real. Don’t ever imagine that they did not fear before they took that throne. If they did not, they did not deserve to sit upon it.”


    Taldan gave a chuff of laughter, setting his shoulder against Hredeen’s, loving the warmth and solidarity the pressure gave him. “You are so incredibly wise, my friend. As though you have lived through a thousand lives or more. You would be a far better candidate for the throne than I would.”


    Hredeen grimaced and shoved lightly back at him. “As if. There are few worse fates I could imagine for me.” A shadow flickered across his face. “In the harem, I will have more freedom than you, once you step up.” There was a sadness in his tone as he reached up and cupped Taldan’s cheek, gazed into his eyes as though he sought to read his soul. “This is not what I would wish for you. To be imprisoned here for the rest of your life perhaps, if fate should demand it. To have your face forever covered by that mask, so that in time, we will forget your features. You are worth more than this. You have not yet lived enough for my comfort.”


    Taldan brushed back his long golden tresses, loose in the privacy of the harem. He ran the silken strands through his fingertips, relishing the feel, the golden sheen from the sun streaming through the window highlighting the different shades.


    His lips twisted. “I was born for this, Hredeen. Each person has their fate, and this is mine.”


    “It doesn’t mean I have to like it.” There was a hint of anger beneath the lightly said words that told the truth of Hredeen’s displeasure.


    Taldan smiled softly, grasped Hredeen’s arm and urged him round so that he straddled Taldan’s lap and they were face to face.


    He leaned forward and kissed the concubine lightly, a gentle touch that spoke volumes.


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Naral scowled, watching the preparations in the great hall. Staff worked swiftly, completing tasks that had been meant to take weeks not days to prepare. There was a swift efficiency about it all, a note of muted excitement overlaying the proceedings.


    Most citizens of Anrodnes only got one chance to see an emperor crowned. In this lifetime, many of them would actually see two. Demarin’s coronation and now Imperial Heir Taldan’s.


    They saw only the surface pomp, the excitement of a celebration that was rare and cherished.


    Few were aware of what was happening behind all the preparations.


    Naral had come to make sure that his staff was paying attention to ensuring that all was safe, that there was no opportunity for a stranger or possible assassin to sneak into the palace while all were distracted. He was relying heavily on the expertise and competence of the Shadows but knew he had to pull his own weight as well. Palace security needed to be at its best. It would be all too easy for an attack to take place, and there were those who would be pleased to make a political statement during the celebrations.


    Naral was determined that it all would go smoothly for his friend, his prince. He wished he could feel anticipation for the event, but all he could consider was that Taldan would lose so much on that day.


    Yes, his friend would gain his Chosen, but the few freedoms that he was allowed would disappear entirely, and the gilded cage would close around him for good.


    Naral shivered, ran his hands up and down his arms to chase away the chill that overcame him.


    He could only be thankful that such a fate was not his, but to watch his friend put on that mask, to realize he would never see his face again, was something that made his chest ache, a ball of pain that he feared would never completely leave him.


    He wondered, not for the first time, how it was that those of royal blood, raised for the purpose, found the strength to step into a role that was so confining, as though leaving themselves behind and becoming something that existed for the good of their people, not an individual at all.


    Just as disturbing, Naral felt lost without Prince Zaran nearby, showing a depth of connection with his friend that he had not been truly aware of before. He had sent three of his men to serve and protect the prince and to send regular messages back to confirm that Zaran was safe and whole.


    The protection end of it was most probably moot, considering that Zaran would have a contingent of Shadows with him, but Naral was more concerned about the prince eating properly, sleeping, taking care of himself. Zaran was not so accomplished in that matter.


    Naral growled quietly to himself. He should have been with him. He had never felt his new job as a restriction until he was forbidden from being at Zaran’s side in a matter that could well hold great danger.


    He could only hope that the large military presence at Zaran’s back would bring Odenar to a fresh realization of the power of the empire and how it needed to kneel before that force without further discord.


    He had not been able to sleep well since the younger prince had left and no message had yet arrived. It had only been six days since his leave-taking, but it seemed eons to Naral. He had never before considered the depth of his attachment to Zaran. After all, they were always close by each other within the palace.


    This was the first time they had been truly apart since Naral’s arrival so many years before. Naral often found himself turning to say something, then realizing that Zaran was not at his shoulder. It was disconcerting, the disappointment he felt each time, along with a cold, empty feeling, as though a part of him were missing.


    He didn’t like it at all.


    He had always counted himself independent, enjoying other people’s company, but not ‘needing’ it. This separation was showing something very different, very unnerving that made him shy away from too deep a scrutiny. He didn’t have time for that kind of thing now. His mind needed to be focused on the coming ceremonies.


    “By the gods, you could fry meat with that glare,” Isnay said, startling him out of his pained introspection. His cousin’s shoulder bumped his.


    He turned the glare at his cousin, but as always, it had little to no effect on the man.


    “Zaran is fine,” Isnay continued. “We would have heard to the contrary from your men, not to mention the emperor is linked to him with his magic. You are worrying yourself sick for something that has not yet happened, nor will. He is surrounded by the power and might of the Anrodnes military. He is probably safer there than he was here.”


    Naral clenched his jaw. He would not get into his usual epic argument with his cousin, a thing they were renowned for. He was in a position that he had to be responsible in public now. Had to show that he was worthy of this role that had been given him, a role of great import and status.


    He heard a chuckle beside him and had to restrain his elbow from making painful contact with Isnay’s ribs.


    “You look like you have been starched, you’re so stiff and formal. There isn’t a rule book for being the head of Persis security. You can make it into your own model, not attempt to stuff yourself into a mold that was designed for another.” There was amused sympathy evident in Isnay’s tone.


    Naral wanted desperately to deny the words, but as always, Isnay was far too adept at reading him and protest would be utterly useless this many years into the fact.


    “I am exceedingly young for this role,” he replied grimly. “I have older courtiers advising me of that fact daily. Everyone is watching, waiting for me to make mistakes they can point to, use as proof that I’m not ready for such heavy responsibility.”


    Isnay shrugged with annoying nonchalance. “They would do that to anyone. Bored people who have no task to keep them busy seem to excel at making other people’s lives a misery. Ignore them. The only ones you need to answer to are Taldan, Zaran, and the emperor himself. If they have not complained, then there is nothing to fret about.”


    It made an exasperating amount of sense.


    “Then again, if you truly need a source of worry, go right ahead. I’m sure that I could mention to His Imperial Highness that you have far too much time on your hands.”


    Naral huffed, before sighing in defeat. “I hate you.”


    Isnay leaned against his shoulder for a moment before moving back to his formal but relaxed stance. “No, you don’t. I’m the annoying little brother you never wanted, and I consider it my role in life to see that you don’t agonize yourself into an early grave.” His humor loosened tension Naral had not even been aware of.


    “If you were my brother, I would have drowned you at birth, but you had the good fortune to be born to my aunt, and she was extraordinarily protective of you.”


    “She must have detected your homicidal tendencies,” Isnay commented comfortably. “As it stands, you have someone at your back, to smack you on the head when you get out of line.”


    Naral could not prevent a small smirk from twitching at the corner of his mouth.


    “See! I saw that. My job is done.”


    Naral rolled his eyes and gave a small chuckle at his cousin’s antics. “Fool. I can’t believe I am related to you.”


    Isnay linked his arm through Naral’s. “I know. It’s such amazing good fortune on your behalf that it is astonishing. Come now. I know you haven’t eaten today, and fainting is surely a good way to get the gossips fluttering. I’m here to save you from yourself, as usual.”


    Naral let himself be led away, secretly relieved to leave the preparations for tomorrow behind.


    Away from the bustle, he could pretend they had more time.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine heard faint sounds in the hallway and carefully placed his book down before clearing a spot on the small table that Isnay had provided.


    It was time for lunch.


    Isnay had to have done something about the food as well because suddenly there was more of it and certainly better quality than had been in the gods-awful slop that had been the norm since his imprisonment.


    The door swung wide.


    Raine glanced up, then his eyes widened, and he leaped to his feet.


    Hredeen stood in the doorway, as beautiful and ethereal as Raine remembered from their earlier meeting.


    The concubine did not look at him, but surveyed the cell, taking his time, before his gaze finally swung to Raine.


    Raine bowed his head at that look. There was something about this man that demanded respect as great as that given to the royal family. Raine didn’t know why, didn’t attempt to analyze it, he just knew what he felt.


    Why would the concubine lower himself to visit this place of gloom?


    Hredeen stepped in further, and Raine moved to the side, gesturing to one of the small chairs that Isnay had brought. Along with a second chair and a tiny table, it took almost all the room that the bed did not, leaving the space more cramped than before.


    Raine didn’t mind. It made the place more like a tiny home than a prison cell.


    The concubine gave a regal nod in response and seated himself gracefully, those eerie eyes fixed upon Raine, the chill in their depths clear.


    Swallowing with difficulty, Raine sank down upon the bed so that he might have a little distance from Hredeen’s presence.


    The deadly aura that the man projected seemed so clear to Raine, yet others did not seem to detect it. Perhaps it was simply aimed at Raine alone.


    It was rumored that Hredeen was the imperial heir’s favorite concubine. It made sense that he would resent and distrust the candidates and certainly the Chosen, but Raine was no part of that now. No threat at all. Unless Hredeen was here to gain more information about his family and Odenar’s reported rebellion.


    Raine couldn’t conceive what more Hredeen thought he could possibly tell him than what he had given the imperial prince already. All he knew was that being in such an enclosed space with the man was suddenly terrifying, in a manner that he could not rationalize.


    “You are an interesting man, Raine Yoldis.” That husky voice was sensuality itself, flowing over Raine, through him, heating his body in a way he fought silently, horrified at his own reaction.


    Hredeen tilted his head slightly before a slow smile curved his lips and his striking eyes narrowed. “A virgin? How unusual.”


    Raine leaned back, eyes wide. How in the world…? “I… How…”


    Hredeen gave a small, secret smile. “I know a great deal about you, Raine. I can sense it. Your reactions, your facial expressions. It is completely clear that you are sexually inexperienced in a way seldom seen in someone of your age. You are what? Twenty?”


    Raine cleared his throat, cursing the blush he could feel forming. “Nineteen, sir.” He wanted to protest the assumptions that the concubine was making. “I am of the ruling family. I’m not allowed to have a relationship of any sort until my marriage. That is part of what my family hopes will make me more attractive to potential suitors.”


    Hredeen gave a small huff. “Such fools. Experience makes for a better relationship. More balanced. Equal. Otherwise you do not know what you want in the way of pleasure, and you will be molded to the other person’s needs. Not your own.”


    Raine nodded tentatively. “If you say so. No one speaks of such things at home.”


    “I would imagine not, from what I have heard of Odenar. Prudish does not begin to cover their fear of sexuality.”


    Raine merely nodded. He really had no idea, having not seen or heard much of how things were dealt with here since his arrival. Certainly with their emperor and the princes having their own harems, it pointed to a more relaxed view than he was used to.


    “How tempting. A virgin.” Hredeen’s eyes had become predatory, the cold melting into something far more heated.


    Raine’s cheeks heated still further, and he found himself pressed back against the cold wall behind the bed.


    Hredeen’s predator aura seemed to lessen, and an almost mischievous smile formed on those tantalizing lips. “I said tempting. Not irresistible. You are safe. At this moment.”


    Raine cleared his throat and sat up, trying to appear more adult than he felt at the moment. “If you are looking for more information on Odenar, then I really can’t help you. I told the imperial prince all I know. Truly, I was kept out of a great many important things at home.”


    Hredeen was silent, but his gaze was piercing, as though he sought something that Raine himself had no knowledge of.


    “It stands to reason then, that you have no clue as to what you are capable of.”


    Raine blinked but didn’t speak. This man might be able to read him at will, but he had no desire to share more than he already had.


    “You have developed a sense of people’s intentions, good or bad, most probably through your negative experiences with your family and those around you. A sense that serves you well for survival. However, that sense can also be used as protection for others, a warning, shall we say.”


    Raine slowly nodded, confused where this could possibly be going.


    “I believe with time, you will develop further abilities, perhaps even picking up people’s emotions that cause the intent. A valuable talent.”


    “In what way?” Raine found himself interested, his fear sliding into a background role.


    “The greatest of the Chosen down through history had exactly such a talent. It has not been explained, and certainly not demanded of the candidates, but those who have read the treatises written by Chosen cannot help but notice that such a thing has happened several times, and to great advantage for the emperor.”


    Raine frowned. “As you said, what I sense has been developed from great need. There is nothing to say that I will go further than this, or that I possess more than a certain knack or sensitivity…”


    “True. But my own talents tell me that you, not Antan, should be the Chosen.”


    Raine gaped at him. “I disagree, respectfully. The prince has chosen another. Surely he should be more than capable of deciding which candidate suits him best.”


    Hredeen smiled softly when the prince was mentioned. Raine could literally feel the love that the man held for the imperial heir, it was so bright, so beautiful, that it was almost physical. Was this realization part of what Hredeen had said he held talent in?


    It unnerved him, this unknown quality he had at times felt within himself. Now it felt different, like a strange being residing in his body. Unknown, potentially dangerous.


    It had to be chance, a mistake on the part of the concubine.


    It had to be.


    “My prince is as oblivious of his inner talents as you are. He believes in physical reality, what he can touch, feel, prove. He does not yet possess the emperor’s magic, and when he receives it, he will open to a new reality far beyond what he currently understands. He will need someone who is capable of linking with that same magic. I believe that you are the one who can achieve that.” He gave a beautiful smile. “And there are other things I believe you would bring to him. But I shall let you discover those yourself.”


    Raine’ s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, all that he wanted to say now jumbled and imprudent. This man, beautiful though he might be, seemed utterly mad in his view of the world and most especially of Raine.


    “Who are you?” The question burst forth, and he slapped a hand over his mouth in shock at the rudeness. “I apologize…”


    Hredeen held up a silencing hand. “No, it is a legitimate question, but one I cannot answer. Your sense in this is correct, but the truth can only come out in time. Before that, I am not at liberty to reveal anything at all.” His stare was piercing, and his eyes glittered strangely for a moment. “Are you afraid?”


    Raine focused, driving aside the shock that what he was facing seemed far more than human. “No,” he finally whispered. “You do not feel at all evil. In fact, I would almost call you—divine.” He bit his lip, feeling foolish at the word.


    The concubine laughed gently. “I suppose it could be construed as that. But I assure you I am simply human, like you. Like Taldan.” His attention sharpened once more. “I ask only that you be prepared, for I feel something coming, something that will lead to you becoming the Chosen of His Imperial Highness.”


    Raine wanted to protest but was so shaken at what he had detected within Hredeen and the man’s shocking words that he could not find the reply needed.


    Hredeen rose gracefully, sliding the chair neatly back into place.


    Raine stared up at him. “I have been arrested. I’m part of the Odenar problem that your prince faces. I am facing execution. How can you possibly see me as his Chosen?”


    “Things are never so clear as we would like to portray them. I have to go by what I feel, my own impressions, even as you do. We will see, won’t we?”


    He turned to go, and Raine found himself standing, a worry that had been floating far back in his thoughts suddenly coming to the fore. “My lord?”


    The concubine turned back with a raised brow.


    “Are the former candidates of the six going to be present at the bonding and coronation?”


    “Yes. They are.”


    “Valsen Maltes will be present?”


    Hredeen tilted his head as though trying to discern where Raine was going with the question. “Yes, he is among them.”


    “Please, watch him. What I felt when Antan was chosen…” He shook his head, feeling shadows of the illness that flash of malice from the mage had caused on that day. “He hides something. Something darker than mere jealousy.”


    Hredeen straightened, something fierce and bright flashing within his eyes. “I will do so. My thanks.”


    Raine nodded.


    The concubine left silently, and when the door closed behind him, the bolt sliding shut, it was difficult to believe that he had been there at all.


    Raine sank back down upon the bed, confused and frightened in equal measure.


     


    * * *


     


    Isnay


     


    He wished that Raine was the one being prepared.


    That regret was front and center as Isnay waited patiently, sitting to one side of the room, watching as Antan was prepared for the ceremony that would take place in an hour.


    The artist was far more composed than Isnay would have expected. He had made it his duty to make sure that Antan was cared for, that he had someone to speak to if he needed. There was a frightening isolation about the man, as though he were not fully in the world, as though only his body was completely present, but his mind was somewhere else.


    Isnay understood Taldan’s reasoning for the selection, but he could not help but see it as a mistake. In some ways, Antan and Taldan were amazingly alike, in that their minds ranged far from their present circumstances, Taldan with sciences and Antan with art.


    Unfortunately, that similarity was not going to produce a close relationship, at least in Isnay’s view. With both caught up in their own mental landscapes, it would be difficult for them to meet in anything but a professional duty.


    Not what he had wished for the imperial prince. He recognized Naral’s worry, had seen it mirrored in Zaran. Taldan needed to be anchored to life, to bring him back from his own thoughts and insights, especially since he would be even more isolated when he became emperor.


    Antan was not the one who could achieve that.


    He still believed Raine could have.


    Isnay rubbed the bridge of his nose wearily. There had been little sleep the night before for anyone because of the bonding ceremony and coronation.


    It would bring about great change for everyone, and Isnay, even with his normally positive outlook, could not help being concerned that those changes would come at a great cost. That sense of trouble loomed large, and he could not shake it.


    He knew Naral was feeling the same. His cousin had risen before the sun and gone to check and re-check every aspect of protection for the event.


    Isnay sighed. Everything had been done that could be done. They would simply have to proceed and pray for the best. It was said that the gods themselves protected the emperor. Well, the gods and the Shadows.


    He could only pray that that divine protection would extend to the imperial heir as well.


    He returned his gaze to Antan as the man’s light brown hair was arranged ornately, intricate braids dotted with priceless gems and an array of pearls. Each one was worth a small fortune, and a relic of bygone ages. They had become part of the regalia of the event, passed down into each new generation of Chosen.


    Antan was stiff, no relaxation in his posture whatsoever, staring at his reflection expressionlessly, his soft brown eyes blank and still.


    It remained evident, as it had from the beginning, that this bonding was nothing that Antan wanted. Yet he was bound by duty to his country as much as Taldan was. The act of not accepting a position of Chosen had never been discussed, ever, at least by any tale he’d ever heard. What those men had privately thought was now lost in history.


    He felt a great sadness overcome him as he viewed the artist. By all accounts, he was a free spirit, a man of eclectic tastes and a desire for travel and cultural experiences that fuelled his art. He was well known for his skills in different mediums, from painting and illustration to sculpture and pottery. He had begun dabbling in tile making and tile mosaics for the past year. It was difficult to reconcile these insights with the silent, withdrawn man he had become within Persis. By the orders of the regent of Carlenvae, along with his father, he was trapped into this position.


    Isnay could only hope that with time, the man would find a place within the palace that would allow his nature to come to the fore, to find an acceptance that might lead to a degree of happiness. The unknown was always terrifying. Perhaps, once he knew that no one was out to harm him…


    Isnay grimaced. It was entirely possible that the man would be imprisoned within the emperor’s quarters. It would be up to Taldan to decide if any freedom would be granted. Some emperors had hidden their Chosen away, never to see the world again. Others had been content with their Chosen aiding their endeavors outside the palace itself.


    Isnay could not predict which way Taldan would lean.


    The final touches to Antan’s hair were finished. He rose, staring into the mirror for a final time before turning toward Isnay. He looked magnificent in the flowing white robes of the Chosen, intricate black embroidery over the entire outfit. He wore two pieces of jewelry. A long, ornate necklace that showed the emblem of Carlenvae, and a ring upon his left hand. It did not seem particularly valuable or beautiful, and Isnay wondered at its origin. He often noticed Antan touching it, twirling it upon his finger.


    Whatever it was, it held great import for the young man.


    Isnay rose to his feet and smiled gently. “You look extraordinarily handsome, Antan.”


    “I’m glad I look the part,” the artist murmured softly. He glanced up at Isnay’s sympathetic expression. “I just wish I felt it.”


    Isnay put a comforting hand on the artist’s shoulder. “Once you get to know Prince Taldan, you will realize that you have a great deal in common. He is not a cruel man. He simply needs to understand matters. He is not one to fathom emotional nuances. That will be something you can help him with if you choose.”


    Antan gave a pained smile. “Choose? I think there will be little that I have a choice in, but I understand your words and will attempt to act upon them.”


    “The greatest Chosen were those who linked completely with their emperor in a manner that promoted trust and understanding. If you can achieve that with the prince, you may find your path far more open than you can presently imagine.”


    Antan nodded, but there was no hope in his eyes. “Thank you, Isnay, for your kind words. I’m sure that with time, I will become accustomed to things.” His head came up, and he drew a quivering breath, attempting a smile. “Come. Let us see this matter done.”


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    The time had come. The great hall was filled to bursting with people. Taldan stood in the shielded gallery, looking down upon the masses with a feeling of sickening inevitability. He would be bonded to a perfect stranger for life, with his coronation hard on that ceremony’s heels.


    He had thought himself prepared for this, having spent a lifetime being trained for just such a moment, but in the here and now, he found himself having trouble breathing. He glanced down at his hands, flexing his fingers, wondering how it would feel when his father’s magic was passed down to him, a hereditary blessing of the gods.


    Would it change him? Make him more or less than he was now?


    A warm hand came down upon his shoulder, and he closed his eyes, appreciating Naral’s support more than he could ever express.


    “Everything is ready. Everyone is in place.” His friend’s voice was painfully neutral, hiding his own nerves no doubt.


    Taldan sucked in a breath and turned. Across the room, Hredeen stood watching him with patient, loving eyes, and Taldan felt a surge of rage that it was not his concubine that he would be bound with. He wrestled the emotion down brutally. It was not possible. Tradition and rules bound the two of them. That damned contract making Hredeen an imperial concubine… If they had not signed it eight years ago…


    It was too late for regrets, for wishing for the impossible.


    He stepped forward, and Hredeen held out his arms, welcoming him into his embrace. They stood wrapped in each other, silent, all that they could not say swirling like ghosts around them.


    Taldan clenched his teeth, wishing Zaran was here. He had never imagined that he would become emperor without his brother at his side. Instead, they were an entire sea apart, and Zaran in a potential war zone.


    He drew in a deep breath, gathering strength before gently unwinding Hredeen’s arms from his neck.


    The concubine gave a soft smile, but the grief in his eyes tore at Taldan like claws.


    It was Hredeen that broke the moment. He wound his arm through Taldan’s. “Come, my prince. Today you will become the emperor you were born to be.”


    They moved from the shielded gallery to the main floor of the great hall, although Taldan now waited in a side chamber out of sight of the audience, watching for his father’s arrival. There was complete and utter silence in the great hall, everyone on their knees, heads bowed, as Emperor Demarin paced slowly down the aisle formed by their ranks.


    The golden mask, showing only his eyes and lips, shone in the flickering light, his hands covered in the traditional white gloves. His tread was silent, as though he did not actually touch the ground, and it added to the divine air that so defined Anrodnes’s emperor. Behind him, his boots loud upon the marble floor, was his Chosen, Sarnwa, dark brown eyes front and center, looking nowhere else but his emperor, following the prescribed four paces behind.


    Many were the discreet glances upward, for most had never caught sight of Demarin’s Chosen, hidden away as he was.


    It surprised many that the man was so stalwart, bronzed and healthy. For a man who had spent half a lifetime away from prying eyes, he seemed remarkably well muscled, toned, with broad, wide shoulders. He towered over the emperor, the disparate size very obvious.


    His expression was neither blank nor animated but surprisingly normal, without any of the deadness of spirit that would have been assumed. Surely a man cowed by the emperor’s cruelty would not seem so…calm.


    Taldan watched from behind the curtain, waiting for his father’s summons, his own emotions fluctuating alarmingly.


    He had so seldom seen Sarnwa, and that had been when he was younger. The man had seemed larger than life, like a savior come to earth to save Taldan, to comfort and heal him. The sudden loss of that comfort had been devastating, and he could not help but blame his father for that. Who else would have had the power to forbid the Chosen from seeing his son?


    To see Sarnwa, looking hale and whole and remarkably content, skewed his perceptions alarmingly.


    Over the years he had imagined a beaten, abused man unable to make the smallest choice. Even his brief glimpse of his father’s Chosen within Demarin’s rooms had not broken that impression.


    The man before him did not fit that mold at all.


    Emperor Demarin seated himself upon the golden throne with regal poise, his ornate golden robes flowing down over the throne’s edges and pooling on the floor, threads glinting in the plethora of candles that lit the entire area like day.


    Sarnwa stood before the throne, his gaze fixed upon Demarin’s. There was a long silence as they met each other’s eyes, then the Chosen bowed, deeply and reverently to his emperor and bondmate. There was a respect and care in the gesture that went far beyond what Taldan would have expected.


    His glance slid to his father, surprising a swift look of fondness within those normally cold, emotionless eyes. It was a mere flash, and Taldan half thought he had to have imagined it.


    It made him wonder, for the first time, if there was more to the relationship than he had ever dreamed of.


    The Chosen rose gracefully, with a suppleness that did not point to his age. He took his place behind the golden throne on the emperor’s left, adopting a formal pose, hands behind his back, legs slightly spread, a stance that was remarkably military, though Taldan had never thought that the man came from such a background. That thought slid aside as the horns sounded and his father raised his hand, beckoning him forth.


    He stepped out into the light, pacing slowly down the aisle, body held proudly, chin up, allowing no one to see the uncertainty that had plagued him through the past few days. At this moment, he was the imperial heir, and there would be no doubt of his worthiness, in his mind or any other’s. His path was set before him. He could not change it. Not for his brother, not for Naral, his best friend. Not for Hredeen or Raine. Now Taldan forced himself to walk that path.


    Behind him, shoulder to shoulder, were Naral and Hredeen, and if any in the crowd thought it odd that a mere concubine was part of the ceremonies, then they had best remain silent on the matter. His Hredeen was a part of this day. There was no tradition, no rule that could be found to say otherwise.


    The silence pressed upon his nerves, and he had to struggle to keep his breathing even, to show no sign of his inner turmoil. He wondered, abruptly, if his father had felt the same way, so long ago.


    As he drew closer, he met those eyes behind the mask, identical to his own, and saw something he had never experienced before. They met his with a hint of pride in their depths. Pride in him. An acknowledgement he had never received from the man before.


    His breath hitched for the briefest moment before he brought himself under control.


    He held that gaze solidly until he stood in place before the throne, before going to one knee and holding his hand flat over his heart.


    “My emperor.” His voice, for a wonder, was steady and strong, able to be heard by all present.


    “My son. My Heir. Rise and take your place at my side.” His father’s voice, always so powerful, flowed over him, over the courtiers, making several people shiver at the force of it.


    Taldan rose, bowed once more, then took his place upon the basalt throne, Naral and Hredeen taking their places behind him, one at each shoulder. Their presence gave him strength, as though he were not alone in what was to come.


    The emptiness of his brother’s silver throne beside him was stark.


    “Bring forth the Chosen to be bonded.” The emperor’s order rang in Taldan’s ears, and he gathered himself. This was a minor thing in the scheme of things. Even if this bond turned out to be no more than a simple convenience to use Antan’s talents, it would be worthwhile. Beyond that, he expected nothing important to come of this.


    The sexual aspect of the relationship was less certain. He held no desire for Antan, though they would have to consummate the bonding before witnesses. His best hope was that after all the formalities were over that they could forge a working relationship that did not include emotional strife.


    His Chosen appeared, Isnay gently guiding him with an arm linked though his.


    The courtiers, no longer bound by rules, could watch from their kneeling positions, and watch they did with avid curiosity over this newcomer, the one who had been chosen from so many worthy candidates by the imperial heir. Among the audience, Taldan could see the former candidates, Rees, Malar, Laen, and Valsen kneeling together, whispering among themselves.


    Antan held his head high, chin up, but Taldan could see the fear within his eyes, the way his jaw was clenched painfully tight.


    Antan’s gaze was fixed upon Taldan, not the emperor, as though he already possessed the bond, obeying none other.


    It was promising, this obedience, this fledgling loyalty. Taldan felt something ease in him. This could work. It would work.


    The Carlenvae artist finally reached the ornate mosaic before the thrones, the place for kneeling.


    He sank down without grace, and this close, Taldan could see fine tremors running through his body and the way Antan fought to control them.


    Isnay stayed close, a supporting hand upon the Chosen’s shoulder.


    The emperor made a small gesture with his hand, and Taldan rose obediently, making his way forward to stand before Antan.


    The artist looked up, searching Taldan’s eyes for something he did not seem to find, for he swallowed hard and looked back down again, a sheen of tears in his eyes.


    Taldan felt no empathy, no sense of understanding. Beyond his chosen few, other people’s emotions should mean nothing to him. This newcomer would be supported by others, would come to accept his place and that was that. This tiresome tradition would be appeased, and Taldan could move on with what needed to be done as emperor.


    The Master of Ceremonies stepped forth, tapping his staff sharply upon the ground once.


    The people rose, a rustle of movement that made Antan flinch.


    “Antan Gertem, citizen of the territory of Carlenvae, subject of the Empire of Anrodnes, you have been selected for the honor of becoming the Chosen of Taldan Anrodnes, Imperial Heir to Emperor Demarin, 37th Emperor of Anrodnes. Do you accept this Choosing?”


    There was the faintest of pauses before Antan looked up once more, meeting Taldan’s eyes with obviously hard-won courage.


    “In the name of Carlenvae, by the will of my regent and my family, I do accept this honor.”


    “Do you swear complete obedience to Taldan Anrodnes’s will, to support him in any and all ways?”


    Antan swallowed hard, but his eyes remained steady. “I do.”


    “Do you swear to accept the magic of the divine within you, upon His Highness’s ascension to the Imperial Throne?”


    He saw a shiver run through the artist’s body, but the man held firm, never taking his eyes from Taldan’s, a form of courage and duty that the prince could actually respect.


    “I do.” The man had no idea of the enormity of what he was swearing to, the power of the magic that he would be linked to. No candidate was ever told the truth of it, no Chosen knew before the moment.


    It was a sworn secrecy, the magic never spoken of even among the royal family. It was there, acknowledged, but the why and the how of it was only ever known by the emperor himself.


    Taldan himself was going into it with scarcely more information than Antan. He had seen his father wield the magic numerous times and felt a healthy respect for what he had witnessed. The fact that he would possess such a thing upon his ascension was beyond imagination.


    He simply had to accept that it would become his burden to bear. As were all the trappings of being emperor. Including the mask.


    The reality of the situation loomed larger and larger with each moment, when the time would come that his face would be forever hidden from anyone but his Chosen.


    It seemed unfair that this person, newly come into his life, should have that privilege and not his brother, not his companion.


    Not Hredeen.


    He shook off the introspection as unproductive and focused once more on the man who knelt before him.


    “Taldan Anrodnes, Imperial Heir of Emperor Demarin Anrodnes, you have chosen this man as your treasured Chosen who will remain with you for life. Take his hands, Your Highness.”


    Taldan offered the palms of his hands toward Antan, who responded by laying his hands within the prince’s grip.


    “Antan Gertem. Give yourself over to His Highness’s care, be his in all things, in all ways. Obey his strictures and commands.”


    Antan sucked in a quavering breath. “I give myself to you, Taldan, Imperial Heir, in all ways. I swear to obey your strictures and commands.”


    Naral had stepped up to Taldan’s shoulder and offered him the traditional wristband that would be locked upon the Chosen’s arm, never to be removed unto a lifetime.


    The cuff was beautiful, passed down from a Chosen who had lived some five-hundred years ago. Taldan had picked it out from the many available in the royal vaults. It was gold filigree, seeming so fragile and yet so strong.


    Whimsically, Hredeen had said that it suited the artist completely. Taldan bowed to his concubine’s impeccable taste.


    The prince took the cuff from his friend before turning back to Antan. Without prompting, Antan offered his right arm, his breathing coming in small, shallow pants, fear clearly evident within his brown eyes.


    Taldan slipped the cuff over his skin, then snapped it shut, turning the key and handing it to Naral, who stepped back with it in hand, bowing deeply.


    “Rise, Antan, my Chosen.” Taldan thought the words would turn to ash upon his tongue. There was no emotional attachment at all, no attraction to soften this new union. Yet it was too late to turn aside now.


    They turned to face the assembled mass of people.


    “Behold. Today the imperial heir has found his Chosen. Let them be acknowledged.” The Master slammed his scepter to the ground three times, the sound echoing starkly in the vast space. Taldan bowed his head, kissed the back of Antan’s hand, then led him back to the basalt throne.


    He seated himself, facing straight ahead, watching as Naral’s hand reached out to guide Antan to the proper spot at Taldan’s shoulder.


    Taldan took a deep, cleansing breath. The first part was over. Now there was only his ascension to overcome.


    The chamberlain had stepped forward and began the process of reading out the long, long list of emperors who had ruled before them. Taldan had known this list by heart from the time he was eight, so he moved back into his own mind, testing out the newborn link he could feel within him. He was aware of Antan’s presence behind him, a sense of where he was standing, even though he could not physically see him.


    Fascinating.


    There was no time to further explore the new phenomenon.


    “Taldan Anrodnes, first born of my sons, come before me.”


    Taldan rose, moving to kneel before his father, vaguely aware that Antan had followed to kneel behind him, to his left, close but not touching.


    “I am Demarin Anrodnes, 37th Emperor of the Empire of Anrodnes. I am the keeper of the flame of the gods, the Illumitae. I have sheltered it, used it for the good of the empire and never sullied its divine essence.


    “For thousands of years, the Illumitae, the divine magic, the knowledge of ages, has been passed from father to son. For thousands of years it has protected Anrodnes from those who would harm its citizens, test its borders. We are as we are today because the emperors down through time have sacrificed themselves to this cause, to this power, to be its embodiment in this physical realm. I accepted it from my father, as he accepted it from his. Now, it is time for my son, Taldan Anrodnes, to be the keeper of the blue flame, to be the one to house its essence.”


    Taldan knelt before his father, feeling the truth of the emperor’s power in that moment. His voice, his presence, seemed so much more than human, and it made him wonder what his father had become, what all emperors became to be strong enough to bear such a burden. Would he even be human after he accepted the Illumitae?


    Those vivid eyes, stark within the mask, finally gazed down upon him. Taldan shivered, just once, before mastering himself. These were the last moments of his old life, and the precipice of the new one. He didn’t know whether to feel terrified or exalted.


    He had trained all his life for this moment. Yet, even with the knowledge of Antan’s presence, from where his Chosen knelt to his left, he had never felt so alone, so isolated. Was this what it was for his father? Was this the greatest sacrifice of all, that he would feel nothing but isolation after today?


    He lifted his chin, met his father’s eyes squarely.


    Taldan would not be less than his father, less than his ancestors. They had done this. So would he.


    “Take my hands, my son.”


    The emperor had removed his gloves, and for the first time Taldan could remember, he could actually see his father’s hands, long-fingered, fine, so like his own.


    They held age in the prominent veins, the skin painfully pallid after years with no exposure. Taldan felt a strange sadness move through his thoughts that it was only now that he could touch his father as a man, not a divine avatar.


    He laid his palms against his father’s hands, felt the warmth there, the humanity.


    His father was silent, staring at him intensely as though he sought something. Whatever it might be, he must have found it, because his fingers squeezed upon Taldan’s in the first sign of affection his father had ever given him.


    “I, Demarin Anrodnes, 37th Emperor of the Anrodnes Empire, concede my position, responsibilities, and the power of the Illumitae to Taldan Anrodnes, first born of my sons.” Those fierce eyes rose and glanced out over the crowd. “Are there any who dispute this? Speak now.”


    There was a taut silence so deep it was almost physical in nature before the emperor returned his attention to Taldan.


    “My son, become the newest emperor of our line. May your reign have the peace that my ancestors and I have fought for. For the first time, an emperor will be crowned in a time of peace, not war, not strife. I pray that it continues this way. Given that it does not, I am fully confident that you will lead this country with the strength of your forebears and their accumulated wisdom.”


    Taldan felt his chest tighten. The first praise he had ever received from his father’s lips.


    He prayed that his father’s faith in him was justified.


    “Prepare.”


    No more warning than that.


    Blue flame shot up Taldan’s arms, encased him in its fiery embrace. It was ecstasy, it was agony all twined into one moment of intensity. He arched under its assault, heard the screaming of a thousand voices within his mind, the cacophony making his senses reel.


    His father’s hands were the only thing anchoring him to any type of reality.


    Colors spun past his vision, scents that he could not identify curling around him. There was fiery heat interspersed with moments of intense, painful cold, and his body twisted with the sensations, a human form that had no concept of how to endure such incredible forces.


    For a split second, he thought he gazed upon the gods’ faces…


    Then it was no longer an image, it was reality.


    He could see them, feel them, their energies swirling around him, encasing him, and for a moment, he knew stark terror lest they reject him as unworthy, for surely nothing born of the earth could possibly be enough to compare to their wonder, their beauty.


    Their power.


    Their energies seemed to swirl into a single orb of light, a powerful pulsing blue that ebbed and flowed into different shades as he watched.


    He felt a gentle touch upon his cheek and turned to meet the eyes of the goddess of love and compassion, Hildainas. There was sadness in her gaze, and for a moment her touch seemed like that of a mother he had long since forgotten.


    She leaned forward, laying a soft kiss upon his forehead. Her mark of blessing. It burned so that he cried out and fell backward. The Illumitae flowed into him like a tidal wave of force, sweeping him away only to come back to himself with a gasp, finding himself where he had been, kneeling before his father.


    The pain upon his forehead remained, the exhaustion in his body and mind did not leave.


    He blinked, disoriented, then stared as his father went to his knees before him so that they were eye to eye, equals.


    Demarin reached out, touching Taldan’s forehead with his fingers, and Taldan could have sworn he saw tears in his father’s eyes.


    They were blinked away so swiftly that he could not be sure.


    His father rose and urged him up, steadying him with one hand. On the other side, another hand tentatively offered support, and he could “feel” Antan in a way that should have been impossible but was steadily growing.


    Demarin turned Taldan toward the crowd that was watching the proceedings in a reverent silence, many murmuring prayers. “He bears the touch of the gods. He is worthy of being emperor.”


    Amazingly gently, his father turned Taldan so they faced each other.


    Demarin made a gesture toward his face, and suddenly Sarnwa was at his side, gently reaching up to unbuckle the mask.


    The mask slid down into Demarin’s grip, and suddenly Taldan was facing his father.


    He had seen portraits. All emperors had one made before ascension. Taldan himself had one being finished. But the man in those portraits had been young, albeit with old eyes that had seen far too much violence.


    This man, his father in the present, was so much older, with lines on his face and weariness in his eyes.


    The mark of a kiss scarred his forehead.


    Behind him, Sarnwa laid his hands upon Demarin’s shoulders as if offering both strength and comfort.


    His father took a deep breath, and there was pain in his eyes. “Turn around, my son. This day, you are emperor, the heart and soul of Anrodnes.”


    Taldan lingered for a moment longer, looking his fill of his father, before he braced himself and turned back to face the mass of people once more.


    Demarin stood to the side of him and gently lowered the mask down over Taldan’s face. For a moment there was blindness and a sense of confinement that almost made him flinch, then the eye holes were aligned, and he could see once more. He could feel his father adjusting the buckles, feel the tugs upon the straps.


    Then he was alone.


    “Behold, Emperor Taldan, 38th Emperor of Anrodnes. May his reign be long. May his wisdom and strength guide us.”


    Then the room bowed their foreheads to the ground in a wave of reverence that felt unreal, as though this could not be for him.


    He blinked, turning his head slightly as he saw his father go down to his knees before him, Sarnwa beside him.


    He wanted to reach out, to raise them up, because this was not his place, not his…


    But it was.


    Turning his head the other way, realizing how his line of sight had changed, had become limited with little peripheral vision, he saw Naral go to one knee, and Hredeen followed but chose to bow his head to the floor in a sign of great reverence.


    Taldan gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to fling the mask off, to deny what his fate was.


    He looked out over the sea of people, the way they bowed to him, saw him as the one to keep them safe, to ensure that the world they knew continued on its course.


    He took a steadying breath. He just had to get past this day to where he could just sit and think. Begin to comprehend what this all meant and how he would go forward.


    For now, it was time to play the part, to act as though he actually knew what he was doing.


    Thank the gods for those who had coached him in the proper responses, the necessary timing of each part of the ceremony.


    “Rise.” His voice did not sound his own. Distorted by the mask, changed by the Illumitae, his voice was richer, with a power behind it that seemed to vibrate the air itself.


    The people rose, staring at him in awe until they realized and averted their faces. He was not to be looked upon.


    He glanced toward Hredeen, his heart spasming as he met those eyes for a brief moment, before the concubine gracefully turned his head to the right, looking away and to the ground.


    Pain ripped through his heart so that for a moment, he thought his heart would simply stop.


    He tore his gaze away, staring blindly out over the masses, clenching his fingers until they drew blood from the palms of his hands.


    Get this over with. By the gods, please.


    His gaze fell upon Antan, kneeling before him, the only one who did not turn away.


    The brown eyes were filled with compassion that Taldan did not feel he truly deserved. He had done nothing for this man other than imprison him. Yet he freely gave Taldan a sense of his empathy.


    He needed to do better for Antan. His will firmed. This might be a shaky start, but they were both intelligent, independent men. Surely they could find a way.


    Taldan reached out his hands, and once more, Antan laid his within Taldan’s grasp.


    He just had to remember the correct words, and most importantly, to let the Illumitae trickle into Antan.


    His Chosen would never be able to survive more than a whisper of the power, yet it would link them together soul to soul, an unbreakable bond.


    Taldan forced himself to gentle his grip, to meet his Chosen’s gaze squarely.


    “Antan Gertem, my Chosen. I ask you to share in my journey, to share in the gift of the gods that I now hold.”


    Antan gave a small, comforting smile, his eyes softening. “I will walk with you on this journey. I am honored to receive the portion of the Illumitae reserved for the Chosen.”


    Taldan nodded, then closed his eyes. To his surprise, he did not need to focus or search for the ability to complete the ceremony. It was as though there were memories that were not his own within his mind. Memories that made the blue fire spring to his fingertips.


    He opened his eyes, staring with fascination as the flames leaped and flickered, twining about his flesh with such intensity that surely it should burn, should mar. Yet it felt almost comforting.


    Carefully, he let the flames lick at Antan’s hands, holding his breath until he could see Antan’s fascination, not pain.


    Antan’s head fell back, his mouth opening slightly as though the flame were pleasure itself.


    There was a flash of movement. Antan’s eyes opened, wide and shocked, fixed upon Taldan’s bewildered stare. Blood began to flow from Antan’s mouth, his eyes, his ears, flows of it, bright red against purest white.


    Antan’s grip was ripped from his own, and chaos descended.


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Later, Naral would realize that he couldn’t even recall exactly what had happened, so fast had it all occurred.


    It was all his fault.


    He had been fixated upon what was happening between Taldan and Antan, the amazing transfer of magic between them, a sight so rare that no one in the room had wanted to miss it. He had trusted in the guards and the Shadows to keep an eye on everything around them.


    Something had gone terribly wrong.


    The last clear image he had was of a thin line of blue light flowing into Antan’s hands and slowly traveling up his arms.


    There had been a blur of movement, a surge of power that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He had glimpsed Valsen toward the back of the room, hands spread wide, chanting, malicious gaze fixed upon the tableau of Taldan and Antan.


    Then Hredeen had lunged from beside him with a speed that Naral could not believe. He shoved through the masses of people, throwing people aside without care…


    Blood was flowing from Antan’s eyes, his mouth and ears. The Chosen was rigid, still wreathed in the blue flames, hands still gripping Taldan’s.


    Hredeen leaped, a snarl upon his face, blades suddenly in his hands…


    Blood sprayed into the air, over Hredeen’s distorted features, as he swiftly and effortlessly killed Valsen Maltes with a single thrust to the throat.


    The mage went down to his knees, frustration and rage intermingled in his expression, magic flaring around him before winking out completely, shock reflected in his own death.


    His body fell in a mirror image of Antan, who lay, blood covered, eyes fixed and staring at nothing at all. Blue flame shot from Antan’s body, encasing Taldan, surging and twining around him aggressively.


    Taldan screamed in seeming agony, eyes wide and seething with intense blue energy, before collapsing, his body convulsing, the fire radiating wildly around him.


    The Shadows surged around the emperors both, drawing weapons, some of them holding blades bared against Hredeen as confusion reigned. The crowd screamed and surged, trying to escape what seemed to be an assassination plot, stampeding for the doors.


    Demarin struggled to hold Taldan down, gesturing everyone else back. “You cannot touch him! It would mean your death when the Illumitae is unfettered! Stay back!”


    The former emperor shouted a single word, and Taldan fell silent and still, head lolling to the side, the fire flickering and dying.


    “Quickly! Get him to his rooms. Heavily guard him. We do not know how far this plot goes or who will be involved.” Demarin’s voice shook with rage.


    Sarnwa stood over Demarin and his son, protective, long blades in hand, expression deadly.


    Naral rushed to Taldan, helping to lift him as several of the Shadows stepped forward to help, more of them circling the group, weapons in hand. Beyond them, his staff was pushing through the crowd, sharp eyes searching for any other traitors.


    Several Shadows had knelt beside Antan, but it was far too late.


    The artist, Taldan’s Chosen, lay dead.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


     


    Raine


     


    Raine felt a terrible urgency and dread, a sense of something happening just beyond his understanding. He paced the tiny cell, weaving through the chairs and around the table time and again, unable to settle. Anxiety pooled in his stomach, making him feel slightly nauseous.


    He knew today was the bonding, the coronation. Isnay had kept him well-informed of the proceedings.


    Something had gone terribly wrong. The certainty of that was almost overwhelming.


    The cell door flew open wide, slamming against the wall behind with extreme force.


    Naral stormed into the room and grabbed Raine’s arm with bruising force, half dragging him from the cell.


    Raine stumbled, fear riding in his thoughts as Naral roughly hauled him down the prison corridor. He turned his head, realizing that Shadows strode behind him, weapons in hand.


    “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this.” Naral’s tone was full of fury, and Raine could detect extreme pain and fear intermingled.


    Raine kept his silence, not wanting to anger the man any more than he already was. Instead, he tried to move faster, to comply with the sense of urgency that literally pulsed from Naral.


    At his cooperation, Naral glanced at him in surprise before turning his grim gaze back onto their route through silent, empty hallways. His grip softened, however, perhaps at the realization that Raine did not have to be forced.


    It seemed little time at all until they reached the forbidden area of the palace, the entrance to the royal family’s wing of the vast building complex. The guards, many more than Raine remembered and with grim expressions, flung the doors wide, and they passed through them. Raine could hear the doors slam in their wake, making him feel a sense of entrapment.


    Their pace did not slacken. He was almost panting by the time they reached an area far within the wing. Here, a large group of Shadows was gathered, their fierce eyes piercing Raine. He flinched back, but Naral only tightened his grip once more, dragging him forward to the open doors ahead.


    Once within the room, Raine’s breath left him at what lay before them.


    Upon a massive bed, ornate and elegant, lay Taldan. Motionless, staring blindly, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. The mask lay to the side, abandoned.


    Shock, fear, and horror ripped through Raine as he stared, unable to breathe. What in the names of the gods had happened?


    Then Hredeen was before him, grasping his hand, leading him to the bedside. Raine stumbled in his wake, unable to take his eyes off Prince Taldan—no, Emperor Taldan now.


    “You have to try, Raine.” Hredeen’s voice held fear, and he turned Raine to face him, grasping his shoulders and shaking him lightly to gain his complete attention.


    “What happened?” Raine’s tone was pure shock, barely more than a whisper. His vision blurred with tears that he fought to blink away.


    “It doesn’t matter at the moment. I’ll explain later. Suffice to say that the Illumitae was damaged, and it back lashed into Taldan. His Chosen is dead.”


    Raine remembered Antan’s courtesy, his quiet good will toward him, and he felt a surge of grief that such talent, such vitality could cease to exist.


    “Without his Chosen, the energy snapped back into Taldan. A Chosen must be found to take the excess from him, to complete the flow that was severed. We have tried the other three candidates. None of them could come close. The Illumitae surged up against them, drove them away, nearly killing them. If you cannot do this, then he may die before we find another.” He leaned closer, holding Raine’s gaze effortlessly. “Remember what I felt, what I believed.”


    He stared back into Hredeen’s desperate eyes, remembering the concubine’s words. That Raine would become the Chosen. Somehow. Someway.


    Raine swallowed hard and nodded.


    Approval and relief flashed into Hredeen’s eyes before he turned Raine to face the bed and pushed him gently toward it.


    Seated on the bed, one hand upon his son, the former emperor watched him with suspicious intensity.


    Raine approached hesitantly, his gaze leaving Demarin and settling upon Taldan. He reached the bed, close enough to watch a trickle of fresh blood flow from Taldan’s mouth, down his cheek, onto a bloodstained pillow.


    Raine reached out, cautious, expecting the blue flame to lash out at him for his temerity but pushing away the fear. He was determined to do anything he could to help. The sight of Taldan hurt was like a knife in his heart.


    There was nothing. His touch landed gently upon a painfully hot cheek, the flesh covered with sweat.


    Pain. The sensations burst over him so that he gasped and half fell against the bed, though his touch never wavered.


    Terrible pain, so that everything was skewed, everything out of place, so that he did not know up from down, could not find himself…


    It took a moment to realize that it was not him who was lost. It was Taldan.


    That was all it took. He did not think, did not consider the likelihood of the Illumitae attacking, he simply dove into the well of thought, searching.


    It took only moments to find Taldan in this place of dreams, huddled down, arms crossed over his head, a cry of agony frozen upon his face.


    Raine went to him. He hunkered down, gently touched his hands.


    Blue eyes flew open, met his with rage, rage that tempered into confusion, then faint recognition.


    “My emperor…” The words came easily to Raine’s lips, as though they had always belonged there. “Take my hands, make me your Chosen and let me heal you. I am yours.”


    There was a flash of refusal in those blue eyes before he squeezed his eyes shut in agony once more. It took time before he could meet Raine’s gaze once more, and finally, he reached out so that their hands joined, palm to palm.


    There was a flash of blue light, intense, beyond beautiful, and Raine arched under it, a bolt of pure pleasure shooting through his body, his mouth opening in a soundless cry of ecstasy.


    He fell into the beauty of the blue flame, and consciousness flowed away into darkness.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen sat upon the bed, shutting out the quiet, worried conversations between others in the room. Gently, reverently, he wiped away the last of the blood from Taldan’s mouth, a surge of relief almost overcoming him as he realized that the flow had finally stopped.


    Taldan’s staring eyes had at last closed, and he half lay on his side, curled around Raine who was pressed up tightly to him, as deeply unconscious as the emperor. Raine had not died when the magic had flared to life around them both.


    Instead, Raine had become Taldan’s Chosen and saved his life. Even though Hredeen knew the young man had been shocked and terrified, he had still rushed to help Taldan with bravery that Hredeen admired.


    Hredeen felt grief almost overwhelm him, and his touch gentled still further, love in every movement as he cleansed away the visual evidence of the earlier violence.


    He was covered in Valsen’s blood. He could feel it drying upon his face but made no attempt to wipe it away. He counted it an honor to bear the evidence of his kill upon his skin. He had achieved what he had been sent to do.


    Again grief tugged at him, and he fought it back as he touched Taldan’s beloved form. He had always known that a place beside Taldan was not meant to be. It didn’t make it any easier to bear the pain or to wish otherwise.


    He squeezed his eyes shut before finding the strength to hide all that he was feeling behind a mask. The mask he had been trained to wear that was as impenetrable as the emperor’s own.


    Only Taldan had ever pierced it, seen past it.


    He opened his eyes, letting his touch skirt the painful-looking edges of the burn on his beloved’s forehead. The sign of the gods.


    “Are you going to tell him what you are when he wakes?” Naral’s voice was painfully neutral.


    Hredeen looked up, met those dark eyes fully. He had explained enough to Naral so that now the head of security knew who he was and why he’d been armed with a blade. He could tell that Naral was torn between gratitude and outrage. Right now, only Naral knew the truth…but that would not last. “Do you feel betrayed?”


    Naral considered, making the answer more believable. “No. Not truly, but then my heart is not involved. Taldan will not see it the same way as I do.”


    Hredeen tugged the blanket up over Taldan’s shoulder.


    “You were sent here to protect him, weren’t you?” Naral’s question was quiet so that no other in the room would hear. Hredeen was grateful for the discretion. His secret would come out now, as needs be, but he just wanted a little more time before he would disappear, leave his heart behind in this place he had come to think of as home.


    Foolish to imagine such a thing.


    A home was never to be his.


    “I will tell him when he awakens. When he is strong enough to listen and understand.”


    “He will never understand losing you, and that is what is going to happen, isn’t it?” Naral’s words had a bite to them.


    “Yes. My duty is done, and they will call me back.” Hredeen fought back the frustration, the denial he wanted to voice.


    It was his own foolishness that had led to this. His own training had taught him never to get emotionally involved. And what had he done? Given his heart away freely, completely.


    Well, he would have many years to regret that lapse in judgment. Many, many years.


    “That is unless you plan to arrest me for betrayal and murder?” His bitterness rang through.


    Naral regarded him in silence for a moment, before he bowed deeply, and touched his hand to his heart. “No. I don’t. I have known you here, I have seen you love him, give him a connection to this world, to living, that I don’t believe any other could have gifted him. I saw you save his life today. At that moment, linked to Antan, pulled into his death, that bastard mage could have killed Taldan. I don’t know what his purpose was yet, but his attack would have harmed Taldan far more greatly without your actions. That I know. So no matter where you came from, no matter who sent you, I can only be thankful. I know you are a good man. That is enough for me.”


    He laid a hand upon Hredeen’s shoulder, squeezed softly, before turning to join Demarin, Sarnwa, and several Shadows who were conversing quietly just outside the bedroom.


    Sarnwa’s dark eyes met his, and he inclined his head, made the discreet signal of their kind.


    There was infinite sympathy in that look.


    Hredeen’s eyes widened. He had not realized another one was here. He nodded back before turning his attention again to Taldan. For this short while more, he had the luxury to touch freely. That would change when his beloved discovered who he was.


    He had been taught never to cry.


    He would never admit to the tear that slowly trickled down his cheek.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan woke slowly, aware of the pain in his head before anything else. It throbbed dully as though muted by medicines. Certainly he felt drowsy and addled enough to lend credence to that theory.


    He was warm, and when he managed to crack one eye open, he realized that he was in his own bed.


    Impressions and images floated around his mind, a sense that something wasn’t right bringing him closer to true consciousness.


    He gradually became aware that someone was lying in his arms, and he smiled, tilting his head to lay a kiss upon Hredeen’s hair.


    He froze, confused. He brought a hand up to touch, to ensure that his senses were telling him the truth.


    The hair beneath his hand was exquisitely soft but not straight, not long. Certainly not familiar.


    Curly.


    His eyes snapped open, body tense as he slowly tilted his head to gaze down at the form beside him.


    Raine Yoldis. In his bed.


    Granted, it seemed they were both fully dressed, but he could find no reason for this situation. The last thing he remembered was…


    Memory snapped back in a painful surge.


    His ascension. Antan kneeling before him, blue flame twining about his arms. Blood. Blood from his Chosen. Movement from his right, turning his head in shocked slow motion to see Hredeen, looking like an avenging spirit, moving with the ease and grace of a predator, leaping through the air at an impossible height, blades in his hands.


    Valsen Maltes falling, dying, his maddened eyes fixed upon Taldan as he went down.


    Then nothing.


    He pushed himself up to an elbow, shocked at his own weakness. He cast another look at Raine, then searched the room dazedly. Where was Antan? Antan should be at his side, not Raine. He searched for that newborn link that had felt so warm and welcoming, a link formed at their ceremony—only to find a pulsing pain that he drew away from reflexively.


    Beside it, glowing softly, there was a sense of Raine.


    He sank back to the bed, stunned, disbelieving.


    Raine was now his chosen? How?


    Antan must be dead.


    That knowledge made him flinch. A maddened sort of grief overcame his senses so that he closed his eyes, not wanting to know, not wanting to see. For that short time, he had felt the truth of Antan, their newborn link had been strong. Now it had been torn away before it could fully bloom into potential.


    It was his fault. He had chosen Antan, and it had to have been a wrong decision if the gods had taken him and replaced him with Raine.


    Antan’s death was on his shoulders in this entire debacle.


    Yet he could not bring himself to move away from Raine’s warmth. Now that he was aware of it, Raine’s presence was discernible, softer than Antan’s had been, perhaps without the edges of reluctance that had colored Antan’s acceptance.


    Raine felt good in his arms. So very good.


    He felt his eyes slowly closing, exhaustion hovering over him like a veil. He fought it. He needed to know…


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine had never felt so safe or so warm in his life.


    Sensations grew stronger, along with a sense that he was not alone. But the presence seemed part of the safety, so he let it go, reveling in the comfort.


    It took time for him to rise closer to waking, to become aware that there were things he needed to remember.


    That remembrance closed over him like a blow, and he shot up to a sitting position, breath heaving, eyes wild.


    Swallowing hard, he chanced a glance down. Yes, he was lying beside the newly crowned emperor. He could literally feel a link, not yet fully formed, between them.


    He was Emperor Taldan’s Chosen.


    A dream and a nightmare intertwined.


    He could not imagine what the man’s reaction would be when he woke and discovered that he was bound for life to someone he had not chosen voluntarily.


    Yet… He let his eyes trace over Taldan’s features, remembering all too clearly the horror of seeing blood seeping from his lips, the staring eyes, the impression of intense pain, of loss.


    Now Taldan was sleeping, looking younger than Raine had ever seen before, his expression holding none of the intensity and chill that normally characterized him.


    Raine found himself reaching out to touch that noble visage before jerking back, curling his fingers into his palm.


    No. He had not won the right to touch the man without his knowledge. Enough had been done without his consent. He glanced about the richly appointed room, feeling like an intruder into the new emperor’s private space.


    Breath held, he slid from the bed, standing for a moment to find his balance. He felt strangely weak, his legs less than steady beneath him. Cautiously, a step at a time, he made his way across the large room, opening the door to the left and peering out.


    Isnay was seated at a large table in the next room. He looked up at the sound of the door, an expression of relief overcoming him as he saw Raine.


    The diplomat leaped to his feet and crossed to Raine, tugging him into his arms and holding him tightly.


    Raine froze for a moment before tentatively returning the fervent embrace.


    Isnay stepped back, holding his shoulders firmly and eyeing him critically.


    “You look terrible.” He glanced past Raine, back into the royal bedroom, frowning.


    “You shouldn’t be up, Raine. His Majesty will need you close. It will take time to strengthen the bond, seeing as it was created so abruptly and under such stressful circumstances. Until the final joining, it will be weak.”


    Raine glanced around the room. Hredeen was wrapped in a blanket upon the nearest couch, only the tip of his head visible, and a short ways to the right, Naral was sprawled over a thickly padded chair, head back, a snore escaping every so often.


    No one else was there, for which he was thankful. He felt dazed, out of sorts. Strangers would only have made the situation he found himself in worse.


    “Come. You need to lie down again, stay close to His Majesty. I will order in some food. Everyone will be so relieved that you have woken.” Isnay guided him back to the bed. He peered at the emperor with clear worry, then seemed to relax somewhat at what he saw. “He looks so much better.” He wrapped an arm around Raine’s shoulders. “You saved him, my friend. I know it was not your choice, but your compassion and acceptance will be honored by all that hear it. You have saved the emperor, Raine.”


    “Will you tell me what happened?” Raine hated how plaintive he sounded.


    Isnay tutted, urging him back under the covers. “When His Majesty wakens. It will be easier to tell you both at the same time… Oh, welcome, Your Majesty. I am so pleased to see you awake.” Isnay went to his knees at the bedside.


    Raine froze, then slowly looked over his shoulder, meeting ice-blue eyes that seemed remarkably sharp and clear given the circumstances.


    He tried to move into a half bow, which most likely looked ridiculous given his place in the bed, but he had to…


    A hand caught his arm, stopped the movement in mid-motion.


    “You are my Chosen it seems.” The emperor’s voice was hoarse and broken. “I will not have your reverence in my own bed. Here at least, I am just a man.”


    Raine drew a quivering breath, then nodded, fighting to keep his gaze level, his manner calm.


    He could not believe that he was in this situation, so close to his hero, now bound to him in a way he had never dared dream of. “As you wish…”


    “Taldan. I think you can call me by my given name, seeing the way things are.” There was a certain wryness to Taldan’s tone before his gaze swung to Isnay. “I want to know what happened.”


    “Yes, Your Majesty. Just let me get Naral and Hredeen. They are just outside. As well, your father told me to ensure that he is called when you awakened.”


    Taldan considered things for a moment, then finally nodded with clear reluctance. “First Naral and Hredeen. I don’t want this turning into a melee. I just want to know what has happened, what went wrong. Antan…” He choked off, looked away and gathered himself.


    Isnay bowed deeply and backed away toward the door, disappearing swiftly.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan listened to Naral’s report without interrupting, trying to take in the immensity of what had occurred. Had Valsen acted alone? Was this part of a far larger plot against the empire? What had the man truly been after? The power of the Illumitae? Or Taldan’s death?


    He glanced to his right, meeting his father’s grim stare.


    Whatever had happened in the ascension, it felt as if he and his father had a link now, a passing of information between them, a joining that he would have given anything for when he was younger.


    What it would become now was anyone’s guess.


    He looked away, staring into the distance, aware of the silence that had fallen in the room.


    He should be focusing on that threat, yet…


    His gaze fell upon Hredeen, who was sitting a small distance off in a comfortable chair, though there was no sign of his usual grace. Indeed, he was rigid, hands clenched upon the chair’s arms, his face utterly expressionless.


    The concubine met Taldan’s look fully, his eyes deep and dark with secrets.


    Secrets.


    Taldan felt a surge of pain, of betrayal, that threatened his sanity.


    “You are an assassin,” he finally said, ice in his words.


    Hredeen nodded.


    “Your true name?” Taldan could not prevent the rising fury from coloring his tone.


    Hredeen did not flinch. His chin rose, but there was pain in his expression. Only a flash before the expressionless mien returned.


    “My name is Hredeen Leesian, sixth-level assassin of the War Guild.”


    There was a soft gasp from Raine, Isnay, and Naral. The War Guild was almost mythical. No one even knew where it was, beyond that it was rumored to exist within the mountain ranges of Nartisa. Taldan shot a glance at his father and Sarnwa, and the lack of surprise struck him deeply.


    They had known. All these years they had known and not told him, not warned him to guard his heart, to protect against what was to come.


    The betrayal, it seemed, was far more widespread than he could ever have imagined. Lies. All he had known had been lies.


    He bit his lip against the snarl that wanted to take form before returning his complete attention to the one that had lied to him most all these years. Had allowed him to form an unwise attachment without ever indicating that it was not returned. But then, an assassin would have been trained in the arts of seduction, of lies, and the methods of concealment.


    The almost eerie grace and otherworldly beauty now made sense.


    Terrible sense.


    Hredeen slid from the chair to kneel fully upon the floor, facing Taldan as the emperor he was. That gesture, full of respect for the title if not the man, made Taldan’s heart spasm. If it was an apology, it had missed the mark entirely. He clenched his jaw so tightly that he feared it might crack with the pressure.


    “Your Majesty,” Hredeen said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I was sent by the guild eight years ago because our shaman had received a vision of a threat against your life. The shaman knew you would be murdered unless we intervened, but the details were vague, merely an impression of fire, shadow, and threat. For eight years I have done all I can to protect you in secret, but I was nearly too late.” He shook his head, his expression stricken. “If not for Raine… Regardless, my masters wanted you protected at all costs. They believed that your ascension would bring a time of great learning, great progress.”


    Taldan’s rage rose like a tide. “Masters? You speak as a slave does.”


    Hredeen inclined his head slightly. “Some would say I am, as are all who take up the life within the guild. Our lives are sworn to them unto death itself.”


    Taldan burst out into a pained laugh. “I guess that the life of a concubine was not so far outside your experience then. No wonder you could play the part with such skill. How many years of study did it take to become a skilled courtesan, to come here and lie beneath me knowing…”


    He cut off, flinging back the covers and sliding from the bed, having to grasp the bed post with whitened fingers to keep himself upright.


    Several people made an aborted move to aid him, ceasing when he flung a curse in their direction.


    His attention returned to the kneeling figure before him.


    “You have lied to me for eight damned years.” He hated the emotion in his voice, wanted to remain cold and every inch an emperor.


    “Only as to my purpose.” Hredeen held his gaze steadily, but his fists were clenched upon his thighs, trembling ever so faintly.


    “You expect me to believe that?” he snarled. Realization flowed over him like an icy cold shower. “You’re going to leave now.” The flinch from Hredeen solidified his newfound understanding. “You’ve done your duty, now you’re going to return to your ‘masters.’”


    Hredeen swallowed hard, his face abnormally pale. “They will demand my return, yes.”


    Taldan wanted to scream at him, wanted to ask if there had ever been anything real about their relationship, the way Hredeen had touched him with such…


    He jerked back and turned sharply away. It hadn’t been real. It was all clear now. He had been ripe for the taking, desperate for love that had been so lacking in his upbringing. Like a lamb to the slaughter.


    “Get out. You can tell your ‘masters’ that you succeeded in your secrecy, in your cursed duty. You saved the Emperor of Anrodnes.” And destroyed the man. “Get out of my sight.” Rage flowed over him so that he shook with it. The sudden influx of emotion almost overwhelmed him. He had no idea how to contain it.


    He would not look at Hredeen. Vaguely, he heard the sound of retreating footsteps, but he was fighting his own inner war, and could not react, could not even comprehend what was now lost.


    Anger, such unstoppable anger.


    A hand took his clenched fist, gently enfolded it within a warm grasp.


    He looked up, fighting back the emotions that wanted to destroy him, and met concerned green eyes.


    “Your Majesty,” Raine said. “Taldan, please. He…”


    “Don’t,” he said sharply. “Don’t defend him.” He clenched his teeth on the curses he wanted to release.


    Raine met his eyes with considerable courage, given the situation. He looked as though he wanted to say something more, but then bit it back.


    Taldan fought to control himself. Raine had done nothing wrong. Had indeed stepped up when Taldan could have died from the backlash of the Illumitae and saved Taldan’s life. Taldan no longer believed in Raine’s guilt as regards the Odenar rebellion. With their link, he knew so much more about the man, his desires, his fears, his hopes and dreams. Raine would never betray him. Not like Hredeen had…


    He remembered the feel of the young man in his arms, the attraction that had sparked when he had carried him away from where Raine had been assaulted.


    Perhaps there was something more here. Something that could grow, given half a chance.


    Something that contained no lies.


    He wished his brother was here, wished for his council. His Chosen, Naral, and his brother were all he could trust at this moment. Perhaps Isnay as well.


    The rest he would guard against.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


     


    Hredeen


     


    “I’m going to miss you.”


    Hredeen sank into the hug that Naral offered, fighting for composure, clinging to the man shamefully.


    His horse stood ready, the few belongings he chose to take with him packed neatly in the saddle bags. So little to show for the last eight years. There had been things that Taldan had gifted him that he had not been able to part with, little things that were easily carried. Perhaps, in time, he would be strong enough to cast them aside, move on, but that time was not now. Not in the foreseeable future.


    The thought reminded him, and he reached up and unclasped the ornate broad collar necklace that had adorned his neck for the past eight years. He instantly felt its loss as it slid down into his grasp. He stroked his fingers over it, wanting to weep, holding tears back with a strength of will refined over long, long years of training.


    He thrust it into Naral’s hands, clenching his jaw. “Don’t give it back to him. He’ll just destroy it, the way he is feeling. Put it in the vault, tuck it away. Maybe someday another concubine will wear it, and may it bring better luck to them. Its beauty deserves to be revered.”


    Naral took it gently, letting it lie over his palm, the jewels sparkling in the sunlight. “This was given with love, deep love.” His gaze rose to Hredeen. “That love still exists. No matter how his hurt may conceal it, it is not extinguished.” He took one of Hredeen’s hands and kissed the back of it with a reverent courtesy rare in Naral’s nature. “Give it time. He will come to his senses.”


    Hredeen shook his head, stroked a fond hand over Naral’s cheek. “We were not meant to be, he and I. If his anger at me helps him to get through this, then I freely accept it.”


    Naral tugged him close once more, hugged him tightly again. “You go with my eternal thanks. If you ever need anything at all, you have but to ask. I could send guards with you…”


    Hredeen returned the hug tightly, before stepping back, chin held up, a light laugh escaping his control.


    “I am an assassin, my friend. I need no guards.”


    Naral gave a crooked grin, sadness in his eyes. “No. I don’t suppose you do. Regardless, take care of yourself, and I meant what I said. Remember that.”


    Hredeen nodded and swung up on his horse with a single leap. Gathering the reins, he met Naral’s look. “Take care of him for me.”


    Naral gave him a salute before patting his leg. “I will. We’ll see each other again, Hredeen. I feel that.”


    Hredeen nodded, though there was no hope in his heart. “I pray that it be so, and in better circumstances than these.”


    Naral stepped back. “Stay safe, regardless of your vaunted talents. Don’t make me come to save you.”


    Hredeen managed a faint smile. “I’ll try my best. Farewell.”


    Naral shook his head. “Blessings upon you.”


    “You as well.” Hredeen turned his horse sharply, keeping his eyes front and center as they trotted through the vast courtyards and finally out the massive gates of the palace. So familiar, so loved.


    He did not look back.


    The passage through the city took time, for it was early morning and the merchants were opening, the customers beginning to arrive. Dressed as he was, in plain traveling clothes, no one looked twice at him, though a few admired the gray stallion he was riding.


    He left the city gates and let the stallion head into a canter. An hour later, he reached the great forest that stretched out all the way to the far mountains, its shade a welcome relief after the glare of the now fully risen sun.


    A rider waited for him at the edge of the forest.


    Sarnwa nodded as he guided his horse close, and they clasped forearms in the traditional greeting of their kind.


    The other assassin’s gaze was assessing but not without compassion.


    “They have a new assignment for you,” Sarnwa said.


    Of course they did. Like the tool he was, he would be used, over and over, until…


    He closed off all thoughts of his eventual, inevitable demise. Death was not feared by those that danced in her shadow. Especially now.


    He nodded, assessed the other man. “You as well?”


    Sarnwa shook his head. “My duty is not done.”


    Hredeen fought back a pang of bitterness. At least one of them would have their emperor and his heart.


    Sarnwa offered the roll of parchment that contained Hredeen’s orders, and he tucked it into the pouch at his waist. He bowed to the seventh-level assassin as was proper, then without further ado, turned his horse’s head toward the far mountains. As was custom, he would be alone when he discovered where his path would lead.


    Alone.


     


    * * *


     


    Isnay


     


    Isnay watched the line of people snake past Antan’s ornate casket in the viewing room. Most of them he deemed to be curiosity seekers, but there were those who sincerely wanted to leave a blessing upon the man who had been chosen by their emperor, who had died through no fault of his own in an event never before encountered in the long and illustrious history of the empire.


    Never had an attempt been made to either steal the Illumitae or to use it to assassinate the emperor.


    Never had a Chosen died before ever having accomplished his task.


    Isnay saw it as a much greater tragedy than that.


    He glanced to his left, to where a small huddle of people stood greeting those who came, shaking their hands, accepting the condolences with grim, tight faces.


    Antan’s family and friends.


    Among them, someone who was more. Antan’s lover. Isnay had realized that fact when he had first brought them into the viewing room.


    The look upon the young man’s face, the utter devastation and outpouring of soul-deep grief had easily told the tale.


    Isnay had felt ill. He had known Antan was reluctant, not wanting the position of Chosen. That had been completely evident even though the man had done his duty to the empire. But it was left up to the decency of those who decided which candidate would be sent to ensure that they were free of emotional entanglements. In this case, they had clearly been cruel enough to send Antan to be a candidate, regardless of his relationship with another.


    Isnay wanted to rend them limb from limb for what they had done. With his diplomatic connections, he was going to discover exactly who had perpetuated this atrocity.


    But then what? Nothing, however, could heal what had been sundered so brutally.


    Antan was dead, his lover bereft.


    Now, the body would be brined, contained in a barrel for the long journey home, so that he might be buried in the lands of his birth.


    Isnay turned away from the misery, speaking softly to the two members of his staff who were in attendance before he quietly left.


    For once in his life, he could not be patient and diplomatic enough to remain. The events of the last few days made him feel immeasurably older and so very weary.


    A pall hung over the palace, over the city, as though the populace held their collective breaths, wondering what would happen next, how the new emperor would react to the attempt on his life. To the death of his Chosen.


    Isnay and Naral had people working on the matter. Taldan had the Shadows cooperating on it as well, and Isnay had no doubt that the truth would float to the surface, no matter how great an attempt to bury it. He didn’t think the plot had been tied to Odenar, though he couldn’t yet be certain. If this was yet another act of rebellion and war from one of the empire’s territories, it would shake the Imperial Throne to its core.


    Some of the imperial army was far off in Odenar, with no word of Zaran and how things were progressing.


    If this new plot led to a need for conflict, then the rest of the military could soon be deployed elsewhere. A war on two fronts never boded well for any country, even an empire the size of Anrodnes.


    He rubbed his brow, worried about Raine as well.


    His friend was in an untenable situation at best, with the new emperor heartsore and not completely rational.


    He didn’t envy him the task of forging a path as the Chosen.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


     


    “We cannot delay the Choosing ceremony any longer,” Emperor Taldan stated. “It will be held tonight.”


    Raine’s heart began to pound, his breath erratic. It took courage to turn to face the—no, Taldan—he had to remember that. It only aggravated the man when he referred to him by his title, and right now, aggravation was the last thing he wanted to give.


    He could literally feel the pulses of pain and guilt that fairly radiated off Taldan, and he wanted so badly to help, to try to find anything at all that might…


    Who was he fooling?


    He hardly knew the man, a man who had lost the one he loved through betrayal, and who felt that he could have saved his original Chosen. What hope did he have of winning Taldan’s love?


    Still, Raine could not completely understand why Taldan had reacted so violently to the reveal of Hredeen’s identity. He could feel the man’s hurt and feelings of betrayal through the link they shared. Yes, Hredeen had lied and concealed that he was an assassin. But he had also saved Taldan’s life. That was why he had come to Persis, to Taldan, in the first place.


    But perhaps Raine was not a good man to judge. After all, he’d had his own secrets…


    He snorted quietly at his own naivety. The assassin was not free to remain, Taldan had made that perfectly evident. Still, to cast him aside with such anger… It worried Raine, both for Taldan’s emotions and pain and for the chance that some day he might be cast aside as coldly.


    Now, the specter of their physical joining to complete the Choosing had reared its head, and Raine felt a surge of panic overwhelm him.


    Did Taldan know of Raine’s innocence?


    Hesitantly, he rose to his feet and crossed the room to where Taldan was standing staring out a window, hands clasped behind his back. The sound of Raine’s footsteps seemed to bring him back from wherever his thoughts had been ranging, and he turned his head, cold eyes fastened upon his Chosen in impatient query.


    Raine thought there was no good or polite way to say it, and certainly Taldan was in no temper to be patient with blathering.


    He thought his face might burst into flame with the embarrassment he felt, but that didn’t stop him. “I’m a virgin.”


    Taldan blinked as though the words made no sense whatsoever, his brows gathering together in a deeper frown than before. “Virgin?”


    “Yes.” Raine’s voice choked off, and he could not gather himself to explain the matter further.


    Taldan eyed him with cool speculation before something in his expression softened ever so slightly.


    “I’m not a cruel lover, Raine. Thank you for telling me the truth. I will ensure that your first time is a thing of pleasure and not fear or pain.”


    Raine took a step closer, his hands closing into whitened fists.


    “I know I’m not your first choice, and certainly there were others who could have done a far better job than I’m capable of, but I will do my best to honor this position. I will strive to learn all that you teach me.” He flushed even more deeply. “In all things that you deem as my responsibility.”


    For the first time in days, Taldan really looked into his eyes.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan pulled himself out of the mire of pain-filled thoughts, struggling to devote his entire attention to his Chosen. The young man deserved at least that.


    The announcement of his innocence caught his attention and held it. That knowledge brought a sense of responsibility and even tenderness to the fore. Raine would remember this night forever, and it was up to Taldan to give him a pleasant memory, not a traumatic one.


    It was a worthy task that blessedly took his mind off other things that he was refusing to allow entry into his thoughts. The past was just that, the past. He had an empire to rule, two conflicts brewing. His own personal desires had to be buried deeply. If he had any choice, they would never come to light again.


    This young man was his Chosen, a partner in the future of the empire.


    It was up to him to ensure that worked in whatever way was possible.


    “Thank you for your pledge, Raine. I have no doubt that you will be a worthy Chosen.”


    He wondered if Raine felt that the ghost of Antan stood between them, that it would always be speculated whether Antan would have been a better Chosen than the young Yoldis.


    He felt a pang of sympathy for Raine. That would not be a comfortable thing to carry.


    There was a knock on the door, and it opened. Isnay entered, bowing deeply.


    “Your Majesty, it is time to prepare Raine for the ceremony.” After a single shocked glance, he kept his gaze lowered as was proper.


    Taldan realized that he wasn’t wearing his mask. He hated the thing, which was one of the reasons he took it off whenever possible. He should worry about such a precedent as he was setting, but it was difficult to care at the moment.


    It was at that moment that he realized the mask’s true purpose. To conceal the emperor’s humanity, his emotions, to make him the perfect ruler, cold, calm, mystical, more than human. To hide behind it. For the first time, he would welcome its cold embrace.


    It made him wonder if his father had always been so emotionless as he had assumed. After all, the mask had hidden everything…


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine stared at the large circular stone that lay within the room. An ornate mattress, covered with the symbols of each god, lay waiting. Far above, a hole in the ceiling opened to the sky, and he could see clouds passing overhead, dark and sullen. A good omen. Rain was considered one of the greatest blessings of the gods, one of the reasons Raine had been named as he had.


    For once, he prayed that he could be blessed, not cursed as he had often believed.


    It seemed that he would be given the potential for a new life, a new path he had never dreamed possible. He just had to reach out and take it, prove that he could be an asset to Taldan, not a sad second choice.


    Antan had been a kind, talented man. Raine hoped that Antan’s spirit would be urging him on, telling him that this was possible.


    He lifted his chin and sucked in a deep breath that bolstered his courage.


    He stood beside Taldan, both of them in pristine white robes, symbolizing the purity of the bond they would finalize this night.


    He glanced at Taldan’s masked face and fought for optimism.


    The emperor turned to him, and Raine held out his arm for the traditional wristband. It was truly beautiful, of a dark metal inlaid with diamonds, like stars in a night sky. It snapped closed around Raine’s wrist, and Taldan turned the key, locking it.


    Raine stared at the symbol of his possession, unable to understand how he felt about it.


    Demarin stepped forward, hand outstretched. Nervously, Raine took the man’s hand, unable to believe he was actually touching the former emperor. Granted, he seemed more a man now, free of the mask, free of the divine energy, but still.


    Demarin glanced at him, and there was a surprising amount of support in that look. He led him to the circular altar, then reached up to unlace the robe. Raine had been guided through the process only an hour before, so he was informed enough to control his urge to cover himself. The highest ranked members of the court were present, and he could feel their stares upon his flesh, judging him, criticizing no doubt.


    Raine had never seen himself as handsome or even vaguely attractive, but any thought of his unworthiness disappeared as Taldan strode forward, shedding his robe as he came.


    The emperor was extraordinarily beautiful by any measure, with wide shoulders slimming down to perfectly proportioned hips and then powerful thighs. His skin was perfect, nothing marring it, unlike Raine himself. The emperor, with his pale blue eyes and short silver hair, looked like a creature of the ice itself.


    Raine felt so different from those here with his dark brown skin and curly black hair. Not to mention his green eyes, rare even in his homeland.


    They were so different, the two of them.


    Raine thought of Hredeen and wondered how Taldan could feel the least bit of attraction toward his plain form after being with the exotically beautiful concubine.


    His worried contemplation slid away as Taldan came to stand before him, powerful even in his nakedness, like a god coming into its body, as perhaps he was.


    His beauty took Raine’s thoughts into a new direction that might be appropriate for the moment but still seemed terribly forward to his inexperienced mind.


    No matter his reaction, he could not tear his gaze away from the vision before him.


    Taldan eyed him with the complete assurance of a man who ruled a harem, who had grown up with access to any amount of sexual congress that he wanted.


    Those icy eyes roved over Raine’s body, and far from seeming to be disappointed, there was a slow heat present in them.


    He held out a hand, and Raine took it, shaking minutely, accepting the help to crawl up upon the altar, grateful for the softness of the mattress between his knees and the stone.


    He managed to remember his instructions, positioning himself in the center, directly below the hole in the roof, lying on his back with arms and legs akimbo, feeling very much like the sacrifice this altar had once been so very long ago.


    Taldan looked like a predator, crawling on all fours to loom over him, and whatever doubts he might harbor over where this would take them, they were well hidden at the moment.


    Raine took a deep, steadying breath, immersing himself in those intense eyes, trying to shut out the knowledge that everything they did, until the moment this act was completed, was being witnessed. He was terrified, yet he also yearned for Taldan’s touch, the power of his lust surprising him. Taldan’s gentle words earlier helped him steady his nerves.


    Taldan watched him, meeting him eye to eye, before he reached up and unbelievably, removed the mask. There were faint gasps from the watchers at this breaking of tradition.


    The emperor ignored them, laying the mask gently beside them before he leaned down, placing his lips upon Raine’s and licking over his mouth.


    Raine sucked in a harsh breath, even so simple a touch lighting his body to conflagration. Even his fear could not dampen the awakened flames.


    Taldan hovered over him, bracing one hand against the bed, the other running over Raine’s cheek as though learning him, his shape. The kiss deepened, and Raine could not help himself. He opened his mouth, lapped at the other man’s lips, savoring the taste of his first lover.


    He found courage, the will to participate, not just be the sacrifice. He arched his back, bringing his body up to rub against hard muscle and bone, wrapping his arms around Taldan and bringing him down so that they lay together, no longer two but one.


    Instinct had him wrap his leg around Taldan’s hip, and the larger man snaked his hand under Raine, curving his grip up over his shoulder, holding him, pulling him into intimate contact.


    The sensation of confinement, of possessive strength, made something within Raine flare to life and he moaned into the kiss, feeling heat rise within him. Strange, unfamiliar, but beyond his control.


    This person he admired, that he wished to emulate and protect, comfort and befriend, was touching him as though he were precious, as though he mattered.


    He understood Hredeen so well in that moment of epiphany. How could you not fall in love with this man?


    He sent out a prayer to the gods that he would do right by Taldan, that although he could not fill the hole he had seen within the emperor’s heart, he could comfort him in any fashion needed.


    His arms wrapped around Taldan’s back, stroking down his spine, feeling powerful muscles flex beneath his touch. The emperor ground his hips down into Raine’s, the kiss turning into something heated, the gentle pressure becoming more forceful, turning Raine’s senses into chaos.


    He whimpered under the onslaught, but there was no fear, just a rising need that he could hardly articulate.


    Long fingers sank into his curls, gripping firmly, manipulating his face to a better angle, a tongue darting out to press into his mouth, exploring the recesses with a skill that made his toes curl.


    Taldan bit gently at his lips as he withdrew his head. Raine blinked dazedly, realizing that he could see blue flames flickering over his shoulder and chest out of the corner of his eye where Taldan held him so tightly.


    It was happening. Truly happening. The bond was flaring into complete life. The gods, amazingly, were accepting this union.


    A drop of water hit his forehead, then another trickled down the side of Taldan’s face. The emperor looked up, a bittersweet smile upon his lips.


    It was raining.


    A clear sign of the gods’ approval.


    Raine drew him back down, stroking his face, trying to convey all that he felt to give comfort.


    “We can do this,” he whispered softly. “We only have to make it past this day.”


    Taldan nodded, just a faint movement, then he bent his head to lick along Raine’s collar bone, chasing the sweat that had gathered there, a hum of approval vibrating against Raine’s flushed skin.


    The fingers in his hair tightened, that clever mouth moving to worry at his neck, nipping and sucking, laying claim. Raine let out a soft, keening cry, and Taldan growled at the noise, the flames becoming more distinct.


    The emperor let his fingers trace downward, over Raine’s heaving chest, to gently trace the length of his erection and then enclose it in a steady, firm grip.


    Raine’s hips rose and fell of their own accord without the slightest input from him. It was as if he became something that operated on senses alone, no thought required.


    Taldan enfolded him, pressed against him, so that he was cocooned in heat, shielding him from prying eyes.


    His gentle strokes brought Raine to instant, almost painful hardness, and he writhed under the experienced touch, helpless to respond in kind, overwhelmed by sensation and heat and a rising taut feeling that stole his breath.


    The tension rose, his thighs tightening, only to stop in time as Taldan suddenly ceased his motions, leaving Raine suspended between pain and pleasure.


    He whimpered, half wondering if Taldan had chosen this torture deliberately, only to clutch at his lover as oiled fingers pressed against the entrance to his body, circling, preparing, before sliding a single fingertip past his defenses.


    Heated as he was, he immediately wanted more, impatient, desperate for—something. Whatever it might be that his body was demanding.


    He jerked, breath suspended, as that finger slid deeper, careful but oh so knowledgeable. He could only be grateful for that experience that guided him so easily. Then Taldan stroked over something that had Raine biting his lover’s shoulder, a stifled yell echoing in the chamber. It would have been embarrassing if he had been in any state to truly comprehend.


    Instead, he writhed upon the impalement, soft cries falling from his lips, eyes wide and staring, unable to discern anything but the two of them.


    Another finger slid in with amazing ease, and a whisper caressed his ear, telling him not to tense, not to bear down, to accept this newborn possession that was so strange and yet so right.


    He obeyed, feeling a need to submit completely, to give himself over to this touch, to this man.


    Another finger worked him open, stealing his breath and leaving him panting.


    Then the fingers retreated, leaving him empty, cold. His grip upon Taldan tightened, a moan of protest that was greeted by soft words, comforting sounds.


    The press of something far larger than fingers, a moment of pain as his body protested the intruder, then a slide of flesh within him, an intimacy that he could never have imagined. For this moment, they were one.


    “Leave us.” Taldan’s voice echoed in the chamber. There were retreating footsteps, then a peaceful silence fell upon the room.


    A strong hand curled around the back of his thigh, lifted his leg, angling it around the emperor’s hip, splaying him for the taking. The pressure increased, the bar of flesh within him sinking ever deeper, and he could not tell if it was pain or pleasure, the two were so intermingled as to be unrecognizable.


    He felt complete, as though this moment had always been meant, and he just had never known of it. Never realized that he could feel linked with someone so beautifully, so completely.


    The intimacy, so beautiful in a life of abuse and mockery, made tears start to his eyes, and a choked sob rose to his lips.


    Taldan soothed him, a thumb gently wiping away the trickle of wetness upon his cheek.


    Before he could respond, his lover reared up, looming over him, his hips beginning to thrust, slow, shallow movements that drove away emotion and brought overwhelming sensations that left him gasping.


    It ached. It burned. Then Taldan’s presence, the link between them, seemed to flare, blue flames encasing them utterly.


    Raine blinked away tears. No, not tears, rain. It was pouring over them, wetting them, running over straining flesh and flexing muscle. Over him, the emperor shone with moisture, the candles reflecting off his skin making him seem otherworldly.


    Perhaps he truly was, as the legends said, a being that bridged the two worlds, of the gods, of humans.


    Then it was as though some barrier, some restraint on Taldan’s part, broke free, and he began to thrust deeper, a feral snarl contorting his lips, eyes wild and animalistic.


    Raine felt himself respond in kind, a growl vibrating his chest as he forced his body up, obeying an instinct only barely understood as he bit Taldan’s chest, teeth sinking in, a taste of blood within his mouth. He felt a shaft of terror, presuming to mark the emperor himself, but he could not restrain the impulse.


    Taldan only responded with harder thrusts, deeper, more intense, as though trying to reach the core of Raine’s very soul. Their dance quickened, Raine felt desperation steal over him, a needy cry breaking free.


    Please. Dear gods, please -


    It felt like their bodies, their essence was blending into one, the flames rising to obscure them, growing larger despite the rainwater that fell.


    Raine felt the link swell, then flare into a complete, unbreakable link.


    His body spasmed, a rush of heat—and he was flying.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan rose from their shared bed, the royal bedchamber flooded with moonlight. Raine was sleeping softly, naked and bathed in the moon’s glow. A wave of powerful emotion swept through Taldan at the sight of the man. They had both been through so much, only to end up here. Together.


    Restless, he wandered toward one of the windows. The mask was lying on one of the end tables, but he ignored the hated thing. He might be forced to wear it in his rare public appearances, but he would be damned if he would wear it when he was with Raine.


    Tomorrow, he would be meeting his council to declare war against Raine’s brother and the army he’d used to invade Bhantan. His Chosen would be at his side with silent support, something that Taldan was growing to appreciate. Raine never imposed himself, but was always aware of circumstances in an almost eerie way, perhaps a product of survival in his childhood.


    Whatever it was, they had worked well together these last few days.


    Perhaps this Chosen tradition had its merits after all.


    There were bumps of course, small misunderstandings, but Taldan was finding himself more patient than he could ever have imagined. Raine just inspired that with his innocence and his compassion.


    After crossing the room on silent, bare feet, he leaned against the window and stared out into the magical night, everything turned to silver majesty in the moon’s glow.


    He could not see the mountains, only knew that they were there, far, far away. That way led to Nartisa, and somewhere in those mountains, a mystical place lay hidden, a place of assassins. Right now, those mountains seemed mysterious, even foreboding, matching the mood inside him and the question haunting him. Somewhere beyond the city were answers to the attack during the ceremony that had cost him his first Chosen. What had the War Guild shamans seen that had caused them to send Hredeen to him…and why did they wish him to live? How widespread was the rebellion in Odenar, and could the empire make amends with Bhantan over the invasion? And what awaited him and his Chosen now that the ceremony was behind them and the gods had accepted their bonding?


    And finally…where was the man he had exiled from his presence in a fit of anger and betrayal? His chest tightened, and his hand moved to lay flat upon the glass.


    He had sent him away in a fit of petulant rage, rage that over time had burned away to leave only grief.


    Somewhere out there, Taldan’s careless words, full of vitriol and spite, lay within a unique, unforgettable man’s consciousness, eating away at what they had shared.


    Sometimes, words could not be retracted.


    Blue flame flickered over his fingers, lit the glass for a moment before fading into darkness.


    “Hredeen,” he whispered.


     


     


    The End


     


    Coming soon: A Night of Rain by J. C. Owens, the next book in the Anrodnes Chronicles. The thrilling fantasy story of Raine, Taldan, Hredeen, Zaran, and Naral continues! Available February 2019!
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    Wings


    J. C. Owens


     


    Black wings. White wings. From a bitter war between races comes a rare chance at love...


    Anyar was a proud, black-winged warrior until he caught the attention of Vanyae, the white-winged enemy prince warring against his people. Vanyae ruthlessly takes Anyar prisoner, enslaving him and forcing him to submit in order to save Anyar's commander from harm. But freedom is not the only thing taken from him. His dark wings are clipped, leaving him longing for the skies and the joy of flight. He is Vanyae's slave...but the cruel master who now owns him slowly shows him another side. And Anyar begins to see there may yet be hope in the simple and powerful connection of love...


    Prince Vanyae feels no regrets for capturing and enslaving Anyar, whose dark wings and captivating looks are so different than his own white-winged people. After all, slavery is completely accepted among his people, and he is the victor. But Vanyae begins to realize Anyar is much more than a slave to him. Gentleness is difficult for the prince to master, but the feelings his black-winged slave stirs might be powerful enough to lead him down a new path, different from anything his people have ever known...


     


    Buy Wings here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Wings?id=WPRgDwAAQBAJ
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    The Emperor’s Wolf


    J. C. Owens


     


    A soldier enslaved by the emperor who conquered him, with only one hope to save the man from madness...


    Jaden, a soldier sold into slavery when his country fell, survives day to day, his only wish to find his little sister and save her from the same fate. The war might be over, but the scars of those who underwent Tranaden's conquest still linger. But when he is given as tribute to the very man who conquered his country—Dersai, known as the Wolf, an emperor feared and loathed beyond Tranaden's borders—Jaden sees his last hope fading away. It is whispered that the emperor is mad, possessed, without the faintest shred of mercy. Yet, Jaden finds that the man is someone quite different among his own people, in the safety of his own world. Old hatreds die hard, but Jaden finds himself fascinated by the complex, mysterious man beneath the warrior shell. There is a darkness in Dersai, but also a chance to set things right at last.


    Dersai cannot afford the luxury of mercy in any form. His country, his people come first, and he will do anything to defend his borders and drive back those who seek to possess the lush beauty of Tranaden. His ancestor made a pact with a demon, and ever since, each emperor must endure the possession of the demon bound to protect Tranaden at any cost. As with those before him, Dersai will eventually fall into madness, his own people forced to annihilate him, and the next emperor forced to bear the burden again. He'd never held any hope...until he met Jaden and began to believe the old prophecies might finally come true. That a mate for the wolf would come and break the cycle forever...


     


    Reader note: Expanded with new material! Contains intense emotional elements. Reader discretion advised.


     


    Buy The Emperor’s Wolf here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_The_Emperor_s_Wolf?id=2N1dDwAAQBAJ
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    Fire and Ice


    Tarsus Book Two


    J. C. Owens


     


    Ruler of a kingdom lost to time, love was the last thing the centaur king expected...


    Uriel's journey to the isolated Silvermane kingdom to visit his brother and Tarsus, his brother's mate, turns deadly when he's ambushed by enemy minotaurs. Although Uriel is captured, he manages to escape with the help of a tanuso—a timid minotaur kept as a slave for the needs of cruel warrior minotaurs. He is soon rescued by his brother and Arhanyin, king of the Silvermane centaurs and Tarsus's father. Arhanyin reluctantly agrees to allow Uriel and the minotaur into the safety of his reclusive kingdom. But Uriel is a thrill seeker, an adventurous soul who revels in all things pleasurable. The lure of a king who has locked himself away from any love or pleasure is a temptation Uriel cannot resist. He's determined to warm the heart and the bed of this icy centaur king. But what begins as a simple challenge soon becomes something deeper and more perilous when Uriel finds himself wanting, needing, far more...


    King Arhanyin knows love is only part of his past, lost long ago when his mate died. To have the joy of finding his long-lost son, Tarsus, seemed all he could wish for now. Then Uriel, a brazen, charismatic centaur from the southern lands, blows into his life like a sudden storm. Arhanyin has lived a life of duty and responsibility, aging him before his time. He cannot imagine why this young centaur, so handsome and vital, would find him the least bit attractive. But Uriel does something to him, makes him feel as if all things are possible again. He's in danger of opening his heart to the bold southern centaur even as everything around Arhanyin is changing rapidly. A minotaur is living inside the Silvermane kingdom, Tarsus is finding his way as a true prince to his people, and Arhanyin just might find happiness again—if duty does not destroy it first...


     


    Buy Fire and Ice here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Fire_and_Ice?id=zJlYDwAAQBAJ
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    Siren’s Call


    J. C. Owens


     


    A looming war. A pirate's revenge. A young noble caught in the middle...


    Dradin Sharlain is the youngest son of the most feared family in Malseenia. Scorned by his father and tormented by Vax, his sadistic brother, Dradin is seen as weak and vulnerable, despite his talents in diplomacy. When his carriage breaks down in a remote area known to harbor pirates, he soon falls prey to Captain Rastay, the merciless commander of the pirate ship Siren. Captain Rastay kidnaps him, intending to ransom Dradin for the crewmen Vax is holding captive. Trapped on the high seas, Dradin learns the pirate captain is everything he is not—powerful, fearless, and experienced in the ways of the world. But soon Dradin must make a bargain that may cost him his freedom and his innocence. Only he's no longer certain Rastay is as evil as the rumors claim...


    Captain Rastay is desperate to rescue his men from the brutality of Vax Sharlain. So when the chance arises to capture the youngest of the family, he quickly takes the innocent young noble hostage. Rastay is driven by a wildness that shadows him, a craving for action, for revenge, and a growing desire for Dradin. After betrayals and subterfuge, both men are launched on a course toward a perilous battle on the high seas. Yet neither war nor treachery will stop Rastay from getting what he wants. But does he still want revenge...or does he want the hauntingly beautiful Dradin Sharlain in his arms?


     


    Buy Siren's Call here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Siren_s_Call?id=5gYvDwAAQBAJ
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    Dragon Forge


    J. C. Owens


     


    The dragons are dying. Now a talented blacksmith and a betrayed prince must find a way to save them...while saving each other.


    Bren, a blacksmith in a small town, longs to escape his drunken, abusive father. His world is turned upside down when legendary dragon riders arrive and discover Bren is a chosen one. He's taken to the great mountain fortress to imprint one of the new hatchlings by none other than Kyralian, the dragon prince. After the hatching goes terribly wrong, Bren struggles to recover by losing himself in his metalwork, taking on apprentices, and ignoring all dragons. But he soon realizes that Kyralian, seemingly so powerful, is in real trouble. The prince and his male dragon are treated like property, mated as a prize at the end of a yearly chase. Bren will do anything to keep the prince and his dragon safe...even if it costs him everything.


    Kyralian is desperate to save the dragons of his colony. He's searching for answers to the failing dragon lines, but the ruling council only wants to use his dragon for breeding. He can't defy them because he's bound by duty and his love for his people. Yet he's never felt more alone, more caged by his obligations to the colony. Now his growing feelings for the blacksmith have endangered both their freedom and their lives. The prince's dragon is the last male in the fortress, his value beyond price, and there are enemies who will do anything to make the prince submit...


     


    Buy Dragon Forge here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Dragon_Forge?id=AKZ2DgAAQBAJ
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    An Outlaw’s Captive


    Xander Tracy


     


    A desperate outlaw, a captive in chains, and a collision course between two different worlds...


    When the man known as the Outlaw Wolf kidnaps Randall Degarre, the son of a general, in a daring night raid, he gets far more than he bargained for. Alan Gyard is a freedom fighter, battling the king's corrupt forces as they raze villages and displace peasants in his homeland. His brother is held in prison by the king, and the blue-eyed warrior is determined to trade Randall for his release. But he soon learns his captive isn't the monster he first believes. In fact, his handsome, intelligent prisoner doesn't seem to know anything about the crimes committed by the king's forces. And it's becoming harder and harder for Alan to deny his attraction to Randall and keep his hands—and his lips—to himself...


    Randall Degarre might be the son of a famous general, but his father takes no pride in him, believing his son isn't a true warrior. As a lieutenant, Randall's responsible for supplies and provisions for the men, but once he's kidnapped by the outlaw feared by his fellow soldiers, his eyes are suddenly opened to a new world. It soon becomes clear Randall has much to learn about truth, war...and love. But all is not lost, as Alan might be the perfect man to teach him what it means to finally open his heart.


    


    Reader note: contains m/m fantasy romance themes including male male love


     


    Buy An Outlaw's Captive here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Xander_Tracy_An_Outlaw_s_Captive?id=_rFyDwAAQBAJ
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    Concubine


    Cory Ryder


     


    Two men locked in a struggle of love, passion, and harem intrigue...


    Kehshi Nain is one of the Emperor of Mojar's few remaining male concubines. He's the emperor's favorite, a handsome and gifted fighter living in the opulent confines of the palace. But as the emperor ages, Kehshi falls under the lustful eye of Valkara, the cruel overseer determined to have his way with Kehshi...one way or another. Valkara's plans are hindered when the beautiful, bold, and ambitious Nadal Rhojal arrives as the newest addition to the male harem and turns the palace on its head. Everything is competition for Nadal, and he intends to become the emperor's favorite by any means necessary. Kehshi doesn't trust him, no matter how much the other man might stir his desires with a touch and melt him with a single glance...


    Nadal intends to take Kehshi's place and become the jewel of the harem, but after seeing the powerful, gorgeous body of a half naked Kehshi, he's immediately smitten. He must have the man, and nothing will stop him. Yet Nadal has no idea of the overseer's evil designs on Kehshi, or how the overseer intends to set the two concubines against each other. Kehshi and Nadal might share scorching-hot nights together reaching the heights of pleasure, but Valkara is a dangerous man, willing to destroy their growing love to take what he wants. And they might be powerless to stop him...


     


    Buy Concubine here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Cory_Ryder_Concubine?id=Q0JxDwAAQBAJ
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    Dark Song


    L. C. Carey


     


    Dayne Jonra, a wandering bard, has heard the unsettling legends about the hidden village of Fortune's Way. The place is shrouded in magic and mystery. Dayne needs to write an epic song to make his name, and when he finds the village at last, he discovers the dire warnings might be true after all. The village is stuck in time, held in the grip of Cedonia, an evil priestess. Cedonia intends to sacrifice a young woman to ward off the anger of the gods and keep the town safe from the demons haunting the surrounding forest. But Ralion Belgan dares to defy her, struggling to save his little sister, the young woman chosen as the sacrifice. Dayne is fascinated by Ralion, drawn to the fierce man even as he tries to understand the dark mystery gripping the village. Winning the heart of Ralion will not be easy, even as the shadow around them deepens.


    Ralion doesn't like this handsome bard who has come to their isolated village, and he doesn't trust him either. Not at first anyway. Dayne has powerful magic in his songs, but he's an outsider and a troublemaker. As they struggle to find the truth about the priestess and her hypnotic hold on the village, Ralion finds himself falling for the silver-tongued bard. His songs speak to Ralion's heart. But the song in Fortune's Way is darker than either man ever imagined...


     


    Buy Dark Song here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/L_C_Carey_Dark_Song?id=auB1DwAAQBAJ
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    Chains


    A. C. Fox


     


    Only love can break this captive's chains.


    Valon Argris has lived alone in the crude wasteland fortress for longer than he cares to remember. He watches from the tower for enemy ships or spies, his only goal to keep a hidden seaside colony of escaped slaves safe from the Empire of Rysar. The empire destroyed everything Valon loved and left him scarred and hunted. While he prefers to hide his chilling visage in the isolation of the fortress, he will allow nothing to endanger the runaway slaves who have made the cove their home. But a handsome deserter from Rysar stumbles onto the secret, throwing everything Valon's worked so hard to protect into peril...


    After his army is defeated by barbarian invaders, conscripted soldier Keram Rhees flees across the mountains into a desolate volcanic wasteland. But when he reaches the safety of the ocean, his discovery of a colony of escaped slaves provokes the wrath of the colony's guardian—a huge, scarred man named Valon who seems more beast than human. Accused of being a spy for the empire, Keram is dragged in chains to a bleak stone fortress which is little more than a ruin. He soon comes to learn there is more pain inside Valon than rage, more loneliness than ferocity. Keram knows he can help heal the dark, scarred, and brooding guardian. He's seen the desire and longing in the way Valon looks at him. But Valon isn't ready to trust. He knows the runaway soldier is dangerous—if not to the people Valon protects, then certainly to the chains around Valon's heart.


     


    Buy Chains here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/A_C_Fox_Chains_MM_Fantasy_Romance?id=QihjDwAAQBAJ
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    Claimed and Tamed


    Zia Quinn


     


    A dominant werewolf and his lover find a human to claim. Now they must teach him to be a man worthy of their love...


    When John Turner, a desperate man on the run, tries to steal a truck from a Wyoming ranch, he quickly gets more than he bargained for. He's caught by two werewolves after he destroys their fence and wrecks their truck trying to escape. The gorgeous shifter named Mason wants to take the destruction out of his hide. But Nathan, the big, muscular alpha, tells John he's going to have to make right all the damage he's done. If John doesn't, he's going straight to jail. John agrees, but he's not ready for the hard work needed at a ranch. Nathan seems determined to make a better person of him. The dominate alpha's rules, restrictions, and caring all give John the discipline—and love—he's always craved...


    As an alpha werewolf, Nathan Hill is used to being obeyed. He's been in love with Mason Smith for years, but this troublesome human thief has just thrown a wrench into the works. First, he needs to teach this human male to obey. After that, he intends to teach John how to be a good man who works hard and protects the weak. But both Nathan and Mason are surprised when John sticks with it, and the passion between the three of them quickly moves from a simmer to a boil...


     


    Reader note: contains M/M/M menage and hot romance elements including wolf shifters, male/male love, light BDSM, and paranormal romance themes


     


    Buy Claimed and Tamed here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Zia_Quinn_Claimed_and_Tamed_MMM_Paranormal_Romance?id=12R0DwAAQBAJ
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    Pack of Lies


    Devon West


     


    Can the passion of three shifters survive the secret one of them hides?


    Lion shifter Cameron Wright has been hired to get back the money loaned to Adrian Miller—a werewolf struggling to make ends meet—any way he can. But when he goes to the Vegas club where Adrian works, he doesn't count on the intense attraction he feels for either Adrian or the wolf shifter's lover, Jaxon Marshall, who works as a dancer. Things quickly heat up between the three of them in ways Cameron never expected. But the secret he's keeping from his new lovers, the lies and shady things he's doing to get the money, make it impossible to deal with his growing feelings for them. Cameron knows he is betraying the two shifters...but how can he tell them the truth without losing them forever?


    Adrian might not have much, but he has Jaxon, the tiger shifter he loves more than anything. He’s struggling to pay back a big loan from Jaxon's brother, a shifter with a dark reputation, but he's determined to make good. And things start looking up in the relationship department when the quiet-but-sexy Cameron walks into the club. Jaxon has no qualms about threesomes, and they are both eager to bring the new shifter into their lives...and their bed. The three of them spend wild nights together, but the closer Adrian and Jaxon get to Cameron, the more pain the man seems to feel. There is a secret looming over them that threatens to destroy the passion they share...and they may discover it sooner than any of them want.


     


    Reader note: contains M/M/M menage romance, male/male love, and paranormal romance elements including wolf, lion, and tiger shifters. A stand-alone story with a happy ending


     


    Buy Pack of Lies here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Devon_West_Pack_of_Lies_MMM_Shifter_Romance?id=dMllDwAAQBAJ

  




  
    


     


     


     


    Excerpt from An Outlaw’s Captive by Xander Tracy


     


    Chapter One


     


     


    Lords of hell, it was hot out.


    Lieutenant Randall Degarre sat back from the rickety table that supported his reams of precious paper—everything from lists of supplies to incomplete maps to front-end reports—and grimaced as he pulled his sticky-wet shirt away from his chest. It was late evening, nearly midnight if the position of the moon was anything to go by, and it was still disgustingly warm.


    Eight men had gone down today, five of them to heat stroke. It would be days before they had sufficiently recovered enough to take part in the construction of the Grand Road. A ten-minute break every two hours and a full canteen of water twice a day were barely sufficient to keep the men standing in this heat, much less doing the back-breaking labor of carving through rock and hacking down tough scrub trees to make a new, wide path to the southern border.


    For the fifth time that day, Randall wondered if he shouldn’t send his father a letter describing the soldiers’ plight. It wouldn’t be the first letter he’d sent asking for some sort of assistance—at the very least, more troops to keep in reserve so the men could be spelled for part of the day. The first letter had merited a brief note consisting of, “Our resources are stretched thin already. Do better with what you have.” The second one hadn’t gotten a reply at all.


    Randall knew his father wasn’t overly fond of other people’s suggestions, but he thought he deserved a bit more consideration as the man’s son. Then again, his father had never shown him any special consideration. Public switching for the tiniest infraction. Runs in both the morning and evening, more than any other soldier who wasn’t being actively punished. More paperwork than he could lift in both arms once it was shown he had an aptitude for logistics. If General Degarre’s actions had demonstrated anything over the two years Randall had been in the army, it was that he would only go out of his way not to show favoritism, never the other way around.


    Randall pulled at his shirt again, then pushed away from the table and stood up to strip it off. He laid the plain cotton over the back of the chair and stretched his arms over his head before dropping a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose in an effort to stave off the headache he could feel building. He had been staring at the latest notations on their food stores, and the results were puzzling. Particularly because it seemed like they weren’t using them up as fast as they should be. The men had a pound of bread or hard tack a day, a gallon of water and half again that much beer, and a rotation of meats supplemented with peas, corn, or beans. At last count, though, the soldiers had only been consuming about three-quarters of that.


    Was that why the men had been falling ill so fast? Someone was withholding their food? Or were their meals being supplemented by the local villages?


    “Whose villagers don’t even seem to exist,” Randall muttered to himself. He’d been deployed on this road for nearly six months, and he’d yet to see a village filled with people beside it. Admittedly, the advance battalions went out first to bargain with the locals, offering them money and land vouchers to relocate, so there was no real reason Randall should be seeing people. It was all a bit odd though. Were there no stragglers? No people who didn’t want to take the deals being offered? Randall had expected to be called on to bargain, to make deals for food and seed and equipment, and yet things on that front had been astonishingly simple.


    “I’ll take care of the villagers,” Captain Vindon had said when Randall had asked about the strange state of affairs. “All you need to concern yourself with for now is our own men, Lieutenant Degarre. I assure you, I’ve got the situation well in hand.” He’d patted Randall’s shoulder, as condescendingly chummy as he always was, and rode off whistling.


    Randall craned his neck back until his spine cracked. Ah, he’d had enough of papers and numbers and worries for one day. He needed rest, but first, he needed a wash.


    An aide had brought a bowl of water in two hours ago after clearing away the dinner plate. The water was tepid, but Randall wet one of his shoulder sashes and draped it across the back of his neck with a satisfied sigh. Gods, that felt good. He let it sit for a moment, then wet it fresh and used it to sluice the worst of the sweat and grime from his body. He dipped the cloth between his legs, cradling himself for a moment. Did he have time to…no, probably not. In this heat, it hardly felt worth it anyhow.


    “Tired of handling yourself already?” he muttered, a little ashamed of his own lack of interest. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to orgasm or have sex—he did, and that seemed to be the problem. Nobody in the camp was willing to dally with him. The men got each other off—of course they did, away from their women for so long. It was only natural that they’d turn to each other for relief. It was common, accepted, unremarkable…except where Randall was concerned. He seemed to have a scarlet letter across his chest, one that made men wary of a bit of mutual comfort. Another way in which his father’s overwhelming shadow fell across him, blotting out the light.


    Don’t dwell on it. Why should he bother after all? Nothing was going to change. Not yet, at any rate. Randall was still proving himself, still showing that he could not only do the work he was assigned to complete, he could excel at it. Once the road was built—which seemed to become a more distant prospect by the day at the snail’s pace they were moving—his father would have to recognize that his teachings had taken, that Randall was the son he’d always wanted, instead of the disappointing one he’d gotten.


    “You came from the weak side of your mother’s womb,” he remembered his father saying when he was only five. It was one of his earliest memories of the man. Randall had been running to greet him as he returned home from a campaign and had fallen on the path, skinning the bottom of his chin. He had teared up, and the look on his father’s face had held only contempt, no sympathy. “No son of mine worthy of the name would cry like a puling infant because of a little fall.”


    Randall snapped out of the memory with a gasp. His chest hurt—he’d been holding his breath again. “Those days are over,” he whispered. “You’re better than that. You’re stronger now. You’re going to prove him wrong.”


    As tired as he was, he went back to look at the map again. He was trying to fill in the blank spots as they went, sending out patrols to pace distances and describe features, but the men were too scared to go far from the construction.


    “The Outlaw Wolf will get us if we stray too far, sir,” his own sergeant, a hearty if blustery individual, had told him yesterday. His normal joviality was gone, replaced by stone cold fear. “You can’t see him in all these rocks, can’t track him, but you can feel him watching you, sir. Like them wolves up north. And they say you can’t hardly see him, and he’s silent as a wolf, and he has the wolf eyes, cold and cruel as death. Step one foot out of line and he fires on you, fast as the wind. Damn good archer. We’ve tried chasing him down, but there are so many gullies and cliffs—”


    “That’s why we need the map to be accurate!” Randall had tried, but his sergeant had simply shaken his head.


    When Randall had taken his concerns to Captain Vindon, he’d just chuckled. “The Outlaw Wolf, right? This bandit ‘wolf’ is a simple brigand, nothing more, certainly not a wolf or any kind of skinchanger. Don’t believe a bunch of superstitious talk. He’s a fire ant who’s bitten through our shoe—painful in the moment but ultimately small and forgettable. Soon enough one of our boys will put a sword through his guts.”


    Pulling his thoughts back to the present, Randall shoved the map away and blew out his lantern. “Enough of this.”


    He was going to get precious little sleep as it was. He crossed over to his thin cot and lay down, not able to bear the thought of a blanket. He closed his eyes, determined to sleep. Except his mind was just as determined to brood tonight, it seemed.


    The Outlaw Wolf… There was no perfect description of him. He was tall, he was short, he was burly, he was slender. He rode a white horse and carried a black bow, or he rode a black horse and carried a white bow. The only consistency between all the descriptions was that he wore a black half-mask, concealing the top of his face. That, and he was daring. More daring than Randall could even dream of being.


    Daring is overrated. The Outlaw Wolf was the sort of man who would get himself killed with his own reckless displays sooner or later. Randall’s life might be dull, but it was productive and purposeful. He didn’t have to be daring in battle to be useful. He would prove his utility in other ways.


    After all, the stores of salted beef won’t count themselves.


    Ugh. Randall groaned and rolled over onto his side. He didn’t want to think anymore, didn’t want to worry. He just wanted to sleep, but even that seemed destined to elude him tonight because his thoughts only lingered on the Outlaw Wolf.


    What would it be like to be kissed by a man like that? A renegade. An outlaw. Bold and fearless and strong. I was willing to wager that kiss would steal my breath, leave me hard as iron, and have my knees ready to give out. More foolish fantasies of mine. Bandits were nothing to lust after.


    Besides, a kiss like that would never happen for a man like me. Better to go to sleep and hope for good dreams, a place where a general’s son could be claimed by a fearless outlaw without consequence…


     


    * * *


     


    A beautiful green hill lay just ahead of Randall. He looked up at it, then looked back at his father. “I’ll beat you there.”


    “On those little legs?” His father laughed. “You’ll never make it up that hill.” He started to walk forward, and true enough, Randall couldn’t keep up.


    He looked down at his legs—they looked like the belonged on a child. Wait—he was a child again, and run as hard as he could he couldn’t keep up with his father, couldn’t even finish climbing the hill. The grass began to burn, filling the air with smoke. Randall coughed, trying to see where his father had gone.


    “Wait! Come back for me!” But there was no one coming for him now, no one to save him from the burning path and the thick, choking smoke…choking…hell, he was—


    Randall bolted upright from his cot, coughing roughly as he rolled over and bent low to the ground. His fucking tent was on fire! He heard men shouting and horses whinnying outside—it sounded like pandemonium. He needed to get out there, help take charge of the situation. He hastily slid into his boots and crouch-ran to the tent’s exit, dodging a falling piece of burning oilcloth as he went.


    He had no more than two seconds to take in the chaotic scene in front of him before a small, dusky gray horse rode up to him, carrying an oddly familiar-seeming man on his back.


    Randall’s eyes widened. “You—you’re the—”


    A boot connected with his chest, driving the air from his lungs. As he crouched down, wheezing, a coarse rope fell around his torso and tightened quickly. He tried to fight it off, but writhing against it only made it pull tighter.


    He got to his knees and tried to crawl away, but another boot to his side sent him sprawling again. Randall glared up into the roaring red light above him, the remnants of his tent burning into flying ash. The man in the half-black mask stood above him, a smirk visible under his sparse, dark beard. His eyes burned as bright as any coal, and for a moment Randall was frozen with fear at the sight of a man who seemed like something out of legend.


    Then the man spoke. “You’re coming with me, boy.”


    Boy? Boy? Nothing broke a spell of power faster than the very humanness that came from stupid condescension. Randall lashed out with his foot, catching the Outlaw Wolf just beneath the right knee.


    The man staggered back with a yell of surprise, and Randall took the opportunity to press back against the rope binding his chest, loosening it just enough to wrestle one of his arms free. He rolled over onto his side and looked for his weapon. His sword had to be there somewhere. If he could just get to it—


    A fresh rope fell over him—this time around his neck, hauling him backward as his breath was suddenly cut off. Stars danced in front of his eyes, and Randall could think of nothing except getting the rope off and getting his air back. If he could just—if he just—


    A strong hand twisted his arms behind him, twining a ready set of rope cuffs around his wrists even as the rope around his throat loosened. Randall gasped in desperate relief.


    “Surprising, that,” the man’s amused voice murmured in his ear, his breath nearly as hot as the crackling air. “You’ve got some unexpected fight in you, Lieutenant Degarre. But you won’t be beating me tonight.”


    The weight of his body disappeared, and a moment later, Randall found himself hauled to his feet.


    Embers lit the air, and he shut his eyes against the heat as he was dragged backward until his shoulder hit the flank of a horse. A second later he was hauled into the air and deposited at the base of its neck, the pommel of the saddle digging into his stomach.


    “Better not struggle too much after this though, sir,” the Outlaw Wolf continued, shouting in order to be heard over the battle. “If you fall off from here forward, you’ll likely be falling to your death!”


    Falling to my…


    The horse leaped forward, and a second later the only thing Randall was thinking about was the way his nose almost broke against the horse’s sweaty hide.


     


     


     


    Buy An Outlaw's Captive here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Xander_Tracy_An_Outlaw_s_Captive?id=_rFyDwAAQBAJ
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