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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Zaran


     


    Bhantan


     


    Prince Zaran Anrodnes sat on the edge of the lake, naked and unconcerned with it, watching the sunset.


    His skin burned from the brutal scrubbing he had given it, yet he still did not feel clean, felt like blood had soaked into his very soul.


    All the stories, the legends, the ballads of war. All lies.


    He let his foot dip back into the chill waters, watching the ripples with absent-minded absorption.


    The battle, if battle it could truly be named, had been short, brutal, and in the end, unsatisfying.


    There had not been the feeling of victory that stories told. There had been cold satisfaction that Bhantan was safe, the invasion was over, and no more atrocities would be committed in Odenar’s name. The empire had finally brought Odenar, its rebellious territory, to heel, but only after so much tragedy…


    Images swam through his mind of those of Odenar who had fallen to his blade, the fear in their eyes, the pain of their deaths nothing glorious, nothing to sing of.


    There was justice.


    It seemed little enough in the end.


    One face stood out above the rest. A young man, barely into manhood. His helmet knocked free, the strap breaking as he hit the ground. Zaran’s blade running into his chest even as his face was revealed.


    The boy, because he was little more than that, had cried out, then raised a shaking hand to touch Zaran’s blade where it desecrated his body, his eyes wide and shocked. He had looked up, tears of pain and fear spilling from his eyes, and went to speak. Blood had poured from his lips, and he had slumped back to the ground, eyes fixed and staring. Between one breath and another, he had slipped from life.


    Zaran had stolen it from him like the specter of death himself.


    When the battle was done, when they held the field, Zaran had given orders to the Shadows, then walked away. Through the trees, down to the lake that lay at the town’s side. The lake had been frigid, but he had waded into it without a flinch, dropping his sword into the shallows, ripping the clothes from his body with vicious force.


    Scrubbed himself over and over.


    It was only when his legs began to crumble, numb with cold, that he finally forced himself out of the cleansing embrace of the water and collapsed upon the shoreline.


    The warmth of a cloak settled around his shoulders. He looked up, expecting Hredeen, only to find Ralnulian standing over him.


    He nodded his thanks, then turned his gaze back to the lake.


    Ralnulian settled in a crouch at his side, picking up stones and skipping them over the smooth, reflective waters. His broad-shouldered form was coated with blood, his tightly braided dark gold hair wet with it.


    “How can you do this?” Zaran asked. “Kill. Walk away. Feel no regret.” He wished away the harshness and the insensitivity even as the words left his lips.


    Beside him, Ralnulian shrugged, rolling a smooth rock upon his palm, fingertips ghosting over its surface. “I’ve never known anything different. I was raised with the belief of righteousness being the only order. The masters knew all. I knew nothing. So if they stated that the moon was blue and I was told to accept it, I would have done so, even though it quite clearly was not true.”


    Behind Ralnulian, Zaran caught sight of Hredeen, his slim form frozen, pale hair marred with blood even as Ralnulian’s was. Those stunning purple eyes were wide and fixed with pain before he turned and faded back into the trees, driven away by Zaran’s words no doubt.


    He went to rise and follow only for Ralnulian to put a hand on his shoulder, keeping him down.


    “Leave him be. When you are more yourself, less shattered, then you can speak to each other. At the moment, you would only further open raw wounds in you both.”


    Zaran subsided, biting his lip. “My earlier words… They were poorly said. My apologies.”


    “It was an honest, needed question after today.” There wasn’t the slightest hint of offense within Ralnulian’s calm tone.


    Zaran eyed him, increasingly fascinated with this man who was placid upon the surface with deadly undercurrents beneath. “Do you regret your past?”


    Ralnulian rolled the rock in his hand, then whipped it out over the water, hazel eyes watching as it skipped three times before sinking out of sight.


    “No. I don’t live in the past. It’s a foolish enterprise at best. I can’t change anything, can’t go back, so why would I return time and again to mull over the matter? It makes no sense whatsoever, and I’ve never managed to understand those who waste their present and their future by mourning what has come and gone. I live with it, and learn from it.”


    Zaran pulled the cloak more tightly around his body as the wind picked up and ghosted over his exposed flesh. Shivering, he pulled his legs in under the thick wool, which still retained Ralnulian’s heat.


    It smelled like Ralnulian.


    Zaran realized with faint surprise that he could identify the scent. A mixture of horses and wild spaces, a hint of sword metal and the scent of pine. A whimsical identification that he would never have considered before.


    “I’ve never had this problem before. I’ve overseen executions, which are far more coldblooded than what happened today. Never blinked an eye or felt the least troubled in the taking of a life.” He huddled deeper in the thick cloak, almost concealing himself against the emotions that were overwhelming him, weakening him.


    He glanced at his companion. The man squatted on his heels, not showing the least concern for the cold wind. Ralnulian stared out over the lake, his hands relaxed but his body coiled, ready, like the predator he was.


    Zaran wondered if he ever really let his senses go, ever really rested. With his background and the War Guild after his throat, it was unlikely.


    It seemed a lonely existence. Zaran had a home, had those who loved him. Not many, but enough to make life worthwhile.


    What did this man have?


    Yet he seemed to enjoy the moment, tilting his head back and breathing deeply of the crisp air that flowed off the lake, rich with scent and damp mist.


    “What will you do when we leave?” It seemed important suddenly, more so than Zaran could explain.


    Ralnulian eyed him speculatively, curiosity flashing for a brief moment before his expression faded back into impenetrable calm once more. “I will continue as I always have, Your Imperial Highness. Why would you ask?”


    Zaran shook his head, waved a hand outside the protection of the cloak before jerking it back inside the precious warmth.


    “Don’t use my title. Not here. I’m just a man. You have never shown the least bit of disrespect, so I trust you enough to leave the formality behind.”


    Ralnulian inclined his head, a quirk at the corner of his mouth and a hint of amusement in his eyes. “As you wish.”


    There was a comfortable silence between them. Faintly, on the wind, they could hear the sounds of the Anrodnes army, faint voices and occasionally a louder command shouted.


    Zaran drew a harsh breath, glad he was far away from the scene as the battlefield was cleared. The army would no doubt draw some distance away from the carnage and set up camp. The men would be exhausted and battle sore. There would be those who were injured or were mourning those who had fallen. They would need to bury their dead and give their thanks for the sacrifice.


    He wished fervently they could just leave it all behind and head home. No doubt many wanted that as the high emotions of battle faded away into exhaustion and reality. He shivered, laying his head down upon his knees, afraid of his own weaknesses.


    Taldan had trusted in him to do this, as had his father.


    If they could see him now.


    “Do you think your father never had his doubts?” Ralnulian asked softly. “Never felt regret at the end of battle?”


    He jerked up to meet Ralnulian’s stare.


    “He was a strong emperor.” Zaran heard a note of defensiveness in his voice.


    “He was. But he was not infallible. No matter the mask or the title, no matter the link with the gods, the emperor is a man beneath it all. He is still a being who has emotion, regardless of how hard the training to eliminate it.”


    Like Ralnulian himself. After all the War Guild had done to him, after all he had done in their name, Zaran had no doubt he felt and felt deeply. He didn’t know where that impression had come from, because certainly the man showed nothing of himself beyond surface ripples, but Zaran had faith that Ralnulian was more than he seemed.


    He didn’t wish to mention his impression to Ralnulian. He would simply take the other man’s advice to heart. If that advice pertained to Zaran’s father and to Ralnulian both, then so be it.


    But the silence between them didn’t have long to last. Ralnulian looked him in the eye and spoke again.


    “Cermin is my son.”


    Zaran blinked, wondering if he had heard correctly. Surely not…


    Ralnulian picked up another rock, rolled it slowly in his calloused palm, eyes fixed upon the motion.


    “I was a fool. Once. Only once did I break and look for companionship. A woman. A strong, amazing woman. She knew who I was, what I was, and claimed she didn’t care. We were together for a month. A glorious sliver of time that remains within me as a light. A light those like me are not allowed.”


    He grimaced, lips drawing into a thin line. This time, he threw the rock with force. It flew far out over the water, before hitting with a splash, startling several waterfowl further out.


    “I left her. I couldn’t stay. I knew what the result would be, the danger she was in. I left despite her pleas and never knew that a piece of me remained behind.”


    Zaran thought of Cermin, safely guarded back with the supply wagons. He thought of several conversations the boy had initiated, memories of his mother who had died of a fever that swept through the region when he was five.


    Never once had the boy speculated about his father, though he had mentioned his grandfather had told him he was a powerful warrior.


    The truth was far more than that.


    “By the time I gave in to my own wishes and returned, intending only to see if she was safe, I found her grave—and a child that bore my eyes.”


    Zaran could not imagine the reactions to her death, the promise of a son, then the realization that he could never claim him.


    The cruelty of it all was breathtaking.


    Ralnulian shook his head. “It was my fault. All of it. I should never have touched her, tainted her. Then I left her with a child out of wedlock, a sin within her people. She was vilified for it, according to her father.” His expression was shadowed, then he looked up and met Zaran’s stare fully. “You asked if I hold regret. That is what I am repentant for. Not for killing. Not for being the tool of the War Guild. Only for harming one whose only wrong was loving me.”


    His lips twisted into a curl of self-loathing. “I left the boy behind as I had left the mother. Gave the father money to keep them going, promising to quietly drop off more when I had the chance, if I could make it back through the region. He refused more, taking only the initial sum. He was too proud to accept anything else.”


    He gave a harsh chuckle that held nothing of true mirth. “He was a good man. Didn’t blame me, even though I wanted him to. Wanted him to hate me. Down through the years, I would occasionally stop in, never letting Cermin see me.” He eyed Zaran. “I thank you for your care of him. I came too late to spare him. I feared he was dead when I found his grandfather’s body.” His jaw clenched. “I thought I was seeing things when I saw him in your pavilion.”


    “You will not claim him now?” Zaran knew the answer before the words finished leaving his lips.


    “I cannot. I will not put him in danger for my past. Besides, what future would he have as the son of an assassin?” His eyes were cold and hard as they met Zaran’s.


    The prince nodded, unwilling to offer any opinions on the matter, not when pain fairly pulsed from Ralnulian. He could not judge. He had not been there, had no foul memories of the War Guild to dictate his actions.


    It was what it was.


    “If I get permission from Bhantan’s king, I will be taking Cermin back to Anrodnes,” he told Ralnulian. “Come with us. You can be part of his life, even if he never knows. Besides, we need you. The War Guild had a hand in the attempted assassination of my brother. Anything you could contribute, any skill, any inside knowledge you could provide would be valued beyond price.”


    Ralnulian was silent, watching him with intense focus as though somehow he could divine Zaran’s intent, truth or lie.


    Maybe he could. The training of the assassins was rumored to be almost on a level with the Shadows themselves.


    He pressed on, feeling almost desperate to convince this solemn, intense man not to disappear again. “Perhaps your knowledge could let us defeat the War Guild and whatever plot they are working against Anrodnes.”


    Ralnulian was silent, watching him, then he turned away to stare over the lake, rolling the stone over and over in his palm.


    Zaran felt a surge of disappointment fall over him, in a far more personal way than he was comfortable with.


    Finally, Ralnulian glanced back at him, a dark smile curling his mouth into something feral.


    He nodded.


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Persis


    The Anrodnes Empire


     


    Naral felt a familiar frustration overcome him, and he slammed his fist down on his desk with a virulent curse.


    Nothing. Again.


    No leads toward finding the link between Julne, the mage group that Valsen had been part of, and the War Guild. It was like chasing wisps of fog, knowing there was something there but never quite able to grasp hold of it. Valsen had killed Emperor Taldan’s first Chosen and tried to seize the magic of the Illumitae during the ceremony.


    Valsen might have failed in his attempt, but that did not mean there were not others ready to try again, perhaps even within Persis at this very moment. If the War Guild was truly behind this, they would not stop until Emperor Taldan was dead.


    He snarled silently, running his fingers through his hair until it stood on end. He leaned back in the chair, his mind too exhausted to continue going over the possibilities. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he finally rose from his seat, unable to keep still and risk falling asleep. Staying up nights in search of clues was not helping either his temper or his health.


    As if on cue, his stomach rumbled, and he grimaced in annoyance. He was turning into Taldan, ignoring his body in favor of his mind and suffering for it.


    Pure foolishness. Considering he had always been the one to nag his friend into proper eating habits, he had no desire for Taldan to discover that Naral was doing the same. He would never live it down.


    He signaled to his aide that it was time for a break, and the man set down his papers, rising to his feet.


    “Food, my lord?” His stare was pointed.


    Naral snorted, then gave a curt nod, turning away to the balcony doors. He pulled them open and stepped onto the balcony, leaning on the railing and staring out blindly over the city.


    More than ever, he wished for Zaran’s presence. They worked so well together, their ideas completely different, yet meshing well. The prince was excellent at seeing inconsistencies. Together, they would find the link, prove the War Guild was behind this. His biggest fear was that another attempt would be made. After seeing the abilities of Sarnwa and Hredeen in action, he worried that no one would be able to stop a War Guild-trained assassin.


    Hredeen had been driven into exile by Taldan, so the gods only knew where he was now. Sarnwa and Demarin would be leaving soon, heading to Darlareem for healing, and then he would have no one who could possibly identify one of the brethren.


    He had sat down with Sarnwa, tried to question him on any identifiers that might help them spot an assassin, but he had only felt more upset and frustrated after the meeting. It was evident that each assassin was an individual, with different training to a degree. That was one of their strengths. It kept keep them from being easily identified, their methods known and guarded against. There were small things that he and his people might catch, but equally, might miss completely.


    Facing off against such a dangerous, skilled, and elusive foe left him feeling wildly beyond his abilities.


    He had to keep people safe, Taldan most of all. Yes, the Shadows were gathering, more and more of them appearing silently within the palace daily, their concern for the emperor clear. But even the Shadows hadn’t been able to protect Taldan against Valsen’s infiltration.


    Naral wished he could work more closely with them, share ideas, but they operated as a group, no outsiders allowed. It seemed foolish to him, the secrecy, when what they were facing was also so secret.


    Surely together they could do far more. Yet they did not trust him. Or at least, all his overtures had been rebuffed thus far.


    He grimaced, turned, and seated himself in the woven chair out of the wind. Out of sight of others, he let his head drop into his hands.


    A soft sound upon the railing made him look up sharply, nerves on edge along with his thoughts.


    Fagan had landed lightly on the stone balustrade, crouched with perfect balance upon the narrow railing. For once, there was no smile upon his face. Instead, a surprising amount of concern was evident in his expression as he cocked his head, watching Naral with narrowed eyes.


    Naral just sighed and leaned back in his chair, no clever words springing to his lips. He eyed the thief with resignation, not in the least surprised as Fagan nimbly jumped down and approached him, settling into the other chair with complete confidence that his presence would be welcome.


    Oh, to have that degree of confidence. Naral could certainly use it right now.


    The little thief was silent, using none of his usual repartee or amusing patter. Instead, he was watching Naral as though weighing him, judging him.


    Naral was beginning to understand that weighing, judging look indicated that Fagan was trying to come to a decision on whether to inform him of something.


    The man was intensely loyal to his fellow denizens of Rivergate. The fact was, he didn’t know Naral all that well, despite their interactions and the goodwill of the university classes that had already begun. Naral had been instrumental in getting Fagan enrolled, despite the thief’s initial reluctance.


    Word from the professors pointed to Fagan being a model student, with an intelligence that was difficult to comprehend. He was so swift in thought, able to see things from multiple angles, that he was often ahead of where the professors assumed he would be.


    It hadn’t surprised Naral in the least. Fagan’s sharp mind had been evident to him on the first meeting with the little thief. But if they were ever going to reform and rebuild Rivergate into a thriving part of Persis, Fagan needed more than simply knowledge of the streets.


    “You look like you have been dragged through the hells,” Fagan finally announced.


    The wry tone made Naral’s lips quirk for the first time in days. “My thanks for your brilliant observation.”


    Fagan bowed elaborately from his seated position before leaning back and eyeing Naral speculatively. “Word on the street is that you are seeking other members of Julne.”


    Naral sat up abruptly, something in Fagan’s tone important.


    “You know something.” He wanted to demand, to force Fagan to tell all he knew immediately but held himself back.


    “I may.” Fagan’s eyes were dark, his lips drawn thin.


    Naral felt a frisson of concern almost overcome his need to know. This was unlike any mood or demeanor that Fagan had yet displayed.


    “I have a friend, deep within Rivergate, in the worst area of the quarter. He is a good man, or was, but he is deep into opium, has been for years. There are times even I do not recognize him.” He fell silent, something grim sliding across his expression. “I have heard things over the last weeks, of strangers within Rivergate, two of them. It is not that unusual. Often refugees from other countries trickle in, and often they have nowhere else to settle but Rivergate. But these were rumored to have a taint of magic about them.” Fagan nodded at Naral’s sudden, sharp attention.


    “So last night I looked into it and went to see my friend.” Fagan’s hands clenched into fists. “He was sheltering them. They have his mind so twisted that he believes he is doing something wonderful for the emperor, that they are there to offer their services to the throne. I saw them. They have the same tattoo upon their forearm as did the candidate Valsen Maltes.”


    At Naral’s questioning look Fagan shrugged. “I might have been watching when the candidates arrived.”


    Typical Fagan.


    Naral sucked in a breath. Fagan’s description didn’t seem to indicate that these newcomers were War Guild assassins, but since Valsen had been one of the Julne mages, he needed to round these strangers up and interrogate them. Valsen had been killed before he could be questioned. Perhaps these men would provide a link to the War Guild. But he would have to take them alive. The city was huge, with thousands coming and going each day. Rivergate was the perfect place for men who wished to stay anonymous. But now, for the first time, he had a lead, a goal right in front of him.


    He rose to his feet, mind racing.


    Fagan leaped up and caught his arm. “I tell you this because I know what they want. I only ask that you spare my friend. He is not able to even comprehend each day, much less a plot against the emperor.”


    Naral was almost trembling with the need to act, to see if this time, they could prove a definitive link to the War Guild. Perhaps enough to remove the shadow of the War Guild from Emperor Taldan and the imperial lands for good.


    He took Fagan’s hand and pulled the little thief closer, so they were chest to chest. He took his forefinger and gently traced down Fagan’s high cheekbone. “I will send the Shadows, and I will make sure that their orders, from the emperor himself, include protection for your friend.”


    Fagan closed his eyes for a moment. When he looked at Naral again, it was with an emotion that was hard to fathom. Perhaps gratitude, but more than that. Trust.


    Naral swallowed hard. He realized he would do anything to ensure that trust was fully warranted.


    He needed to see Taldan right away. Time was already slipping away. He turned from Fagan and hurried to the door. Before he left, he looked back at the little thief, meeting his eyes.


    “Thank you,” he said, meaning it more than simple words could convey.


    Fagan swept into a charming and elegant bow. “I live but to serve, my lord.”


    A burst of laughter escaped Naral’s lips at Fagan’s antics. Despite his pressing business with the emperor, he found he did not want to leave the other man.


    A thought occurred to him, a need, and it was even a legitimate one. Taldan would want to speak to Fagan directly, to judge the truth of his words. Fagan’s help would be priceless and might go far in proving that Rivergate was worth the time and gold of salvaging instead of remaining a crime-infested blight on the city.


    “Come with me, Fagan,” he said. “To the palace. We will inform Emperor Taldan of this at once.”


    “Me? To meet the emperor?” Fagan looked pale and—for the first time—uncertain.


    “He is a good man. Do not let that mask fool you. There is nothing to fear.”


    “Fear? My lord, you have obviously not been paying attention. Fagan DeLorne fears nothing.”


    Naral walked across the room and took the thief’s hand in his. “Good. Now come with me.”


    Fagan still hesitated. “But…you will speak for me?”


    “As you wish. Just be your charming self,” he replied with a grin, drawing him toward the door. Fagan’s hesitation amused him and had his sympathy. But for the first time in a long while, Naral felt hope, all thanks to this surprising thief from Rivergate.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TWO


     


    Raine


     


    “So you believe this thief is telling the truth.” Taldan’s tone was painfully neutral, the mask giving no clue to his thoughts.


    Raine glanced at Naral and saw the conviction in the man’s eyes. There were rumors that the head of security was becoming involved personally with this “Fagan” from Rivergate. The wisdom of trusting a thief seemed risky at best to him. Especially someone in Naral’s position.


    Yet as he listened to Naral’s explanations, he sensed nothing but truth.


    Taldan turned his head, meeting Raine’s eyes, their thoughts passing back and forth through the Illumitae until, finally, the emperor faced Naral once more.


    “We will meet this thief. I wish to judge for myself the honesty in his words.”


    Naral’s mouth tightened before he nodded. “I thought you might want to speak to him yourself. He is right outside the doors. I hope.”


    Raine’s eyebrow rose. He had heard whisperings about Fagan DeLorne, and if the truth was half as interesting as the gossip…


    Naral gestured to the Shadows near the door, and they opened one of the massive hall doors. Soundlessly, the doors swung back, and a small figure tentatively stepped into the grand hall, looking around with clear awe in his expression.


    He was small, perhaps only 5’5” or so, lean and wiry, a shock of light brown, wildly tousled hair flopping over one gray eye. His clothing was of good quality but extremely worn. He carried himself with a pride that surprised Raine and made him aware of his own prejudices. The thief did not seem filthy, nor addled, nor violent. All of which were tales told of the denizens of Rivergate.


    Although Raine’s life had been restricted in his own country and he had never mixed with the ordinary citizens of Odenar, Fagan appeared remarkably normal given what rumors and tales he had heard of Rivergate. But then again, although he had met far more people with Isnay’s help, they had never traveled to the more colorful regions of the city.


    Naral crossed the room and spoke softly to Fagan before taking his shoulder and leading him gently forward, going to one knee himself so that Fagan knew what to do in the presence of the emperor.


    Fagan’s eyes widened as he looked on Emperor Taldan’s golden mask. His face paled as he dropped down to imitate Naral, head bowed, hand to his chest.


    He looked so small beside Naral, almost fragile in his shadow.


    Raine felt his empathy rise, and he began to feel the energy that surrounded the little thief. If Raine’s abilities had been strong before, now that the Illumitae was involved, they were so much sharper, clearer. He could literally see intent when he focused, a useful talent that refined itself with each day that passed.


    “You are Fagan DeLorne.” The emperor’s voice echoed in the empty space, hollow and intimidating.


    The thief raised his head warily, licking his lips nervously before answering. “I am, Your Imperial Majesty.”


    Cold eyes measured him, gloved hands lying lax over the ornate arms of the throne. “Lord Naral tells me that you have information that could aid the empire.”


    Fagan shot a somewhat panicked look at Naral before straightening on his knees and looking up into the mask.


    “I only learned of the information last night, Your Imperial Majesty. I am loyal. I have not withheld information from the empire.” He glanced at Raine, then looked down.


    Raine’s heart jolted. So even the poor quarters were aware of Raine’s history and his perceived betrayal by withholding information about his brothers and their plotted invasion of Bhantan.


    Taldan reached up to where Raine was lightly grasping the emperor’s shoulder and his hand folded over Raine’s, squeezing lightly. The touch was a reminder that the past held no power over them now. Not with their growing bond and their belief in each other.


    It eased his guilt and shame so that he stood straighter.


    Taldan returned his attention to Fagan. “Be careful of your tone, thief. Your innocence is yet to be proven. Tell me of this ‘friend’ of yours and those who reside with him.” Ice swam through the words, making Fagan shiver and lower his head, hands curling into whitened fists.


    “My friend, Olnar, is not of sound mind, Your Majesty. He is addicted to opium. He has become easy to sway, easy to fool into actions that are not his own. Late last night, I went to him, having heard rumors, and found two men staying within his home. I only caught a glimpse of one of them, but there was a mark upon his wrist, a tiny, stylized ‘J.’”


    Taldan’s voice remained cold, coming through the emotionless golden mask. “Do you understand the significance of that mark?”


    “I do, Your Majesty. It’s the mark of Julne’s mages. Not to mention that this man stank of magic. Not the healing kind, it had the feel of black magic, like oil upon the senses.” There was great disgust in Fagan’s tone. He raised his head and stared directly at Taldan’s mask. “There are old beliefs prevalent within the poor quarters, Your Majesty. They still pay for old remedies for illness or curses. It is difficult to completely root that out, and there are those who take advantage of that. These two men had been living for some time within the area. People kept quiet, protected them, because they believe they will give them cures.”


    “So this man bears the mark of Julne.” Taldan’s tone was flat, with no indication of whether he believed this claim. “Two of them, hiding in Rivergate. You met the one you say bore this mark?”


    “I did not. He was with locals around a table, gambling. I am not sure they even realized I was there.”


    Taldan fell silent for a moment, but Raine could feel his thoughts moving at high speed.


    “You will lead my Shadows to this place. I want these men brought to me immediately.” Hard eyes landed upon Naral, who stood swiftly, holding his hand to his heart.


    “It will be done, My Emperor.”


    Fagan rose slowly to his feet, bowed deeply, then looked up into the mask without flinching.


    “If I go with them and am seen, Your Imperial Majesty, I will never be allowed back into Rivergate. I will be a betrayer, and no one will acknowledge me. The Rivergate project that Lord Naral has begun would instantly fail.”


    There was only quiet truth in the thief’s words. No disrespect. No attempt to plead or anger at what this would cause. Raine was impressed.


    Taldan watched the thief with cold intensity, making even Raine shiver with the force of it.


    Naral glanced from Fagan to Taldan, jaw tight, obviously withholding whatever it was that he wished to say. For the first time, he did not seem to immediately take Taldan’s part. It showed a worrying amount of attachment to this newcomer, something that could hold deep consequences to his role of head of security.


    The moment strung out painfully before Taldan gave a single, regal nod. “Very well. I have heard good things about the project and would not want it jeopardized. You will let the Shadows know the location, then you will stay away.”


    Fagan nodded, but his gaze did not waver. “Please, show mercy to my friend. He had no part of this. His addiction has…lessened him. He is not capable of treachery beyond what he is guided to.”


    Emperor and thief eyed each other.


    Taldan inclined his head the smallest degree, perhaps in homage to the courage it took to look him in the eye and ask for anything at all. The emperors of Anrodnes had never been noted for the least bit of mercy, even to their own people.


    It had been Demarin who had begun to change that.


    Taldan was following that path, extending it far more than his father had managed.


    Taldan’s cold eyes met Naral’s concerned gaze. “See to it that Fagan’s friend is questioned but taken unharmed. I want those men. Now.”


    Naral bowed deeply. Fagan followed his example, but put far more flair into it before Naral grasped the thief’s arm and practically towed him from the room.


    Silence fell, and Raine did not disturb his emperor but stood considering his own impressions.


    “He felt truthful to you as well?” Taldan’s voice held none of the coldness of only moments before. Not for the first time, Raine marveled at how Taldan slipped into a role when needed, a role that was emphasized by the memories of all the emperors within the Illumitae. He became them.


    The thought of how cruel some of those emperors had been was not comforting.


    “He did. I felt nothing wrong in the least. In fact—” He met Taldan’s questioning gaze. “His energy was remarkably relaxing. Considering all I have heard about him, I would not have imagined that.”


    Taldan took his hand and drew it to his lips. Alone, they could show things that no one needed to know.


    The emperor rose to his feet and, still holding his Chosen’s hand, guided him from the throne room.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    The feeling of removing the mask, of shedding the gloves, always made Taldan imagine he was returning to being human.


    The trappings of being emperor might display his divinity to the populace, but it also provided distance, separation. No wonder the past emperors had found it simple to treat others cruelly. Behind the mask, it felt like power. The golden mask made one feel like a god in truth.


    But relieved of its weight was like returning to himself. Just Taldan. Leaving the shadow and lure of past emperors behind.


    Each time though, it took longer to remember who he truly was, why he should even be concerned with his decisions, his actions.


    It was Raine’s presence that settled him, gave him an anchor to hold on to. The true reason for a Chosen had become very apparent. Without a Chosen, Taldan wondered if some of the most cruel had become lost in themselves, unable to remember who they had been upon ascension.


    It was a terrifying thought.


    He had no desire to become a tyrant, unable to perceive friend from foe, seeing all as a danger and reacting accordingly. He did not wish to lose his heart, his humanity, and rule over his subjects with relentless and cold judgment, seeing things from a removed and merciless viewpoint.


    He had so much he wanted to achieve in a far different way than had previously been managed.


    Raine was the key.


    It was difficult to believe that he had fought against Raine before. Now, when their closeness was building into something powerful, something that felt safe to release himself to, he found himself taking comfort in the other man.


    It made no sense to him. This swift trust. He had felt sure he could never trust again. Not after Hredeen. Yet here he was, with Raine still a relatively new entity in his life, opening to the younger man so readily.


    The link between them was powerful. A combination of Raine’s empathic abilities and the Illumitae made it simple to be able to link, to literally “hear” what the other was sending. It was an amazing form of communication, and Taldan was utterly fascinated by the scope of it. He longed for the time to be able to study it, but as he had feared, being emperor took all his energy and resources. His studies, experiments, writings, had all been put aside under the weight of being a ruler.


    He prayed it was not permanent, that with time, the role would become easier, less invasive.


    He prayed he wasn’t merely deceiving himself.


    Exhaustion stole over him, as it often did now, as though harboring the flame of the Illumitae drained him physically and mentally.


    The robes felt like they weighed more than his own body, and it was pure relief as Raine helped him free of them, the multiple, complicated layers falling away.


    Naked, free, he fell back on the bed, sprawled gracelessly, enjoying the warmth of the sun upon his skin as it shone through the massive floor-to-ceiling windows within his rooms.


    It was too much work to open his eyes, to do anything at all.


    It would have been frightening, this strange lethargy, if he’d had the energy to dredge up more response.


    The bed dipped under Raine’s weight, and Taldan hummed comfortably as his Chosen urged him to roll over, to lay upon his stomach with his head pillowed on his arms.


    He flinched at the feeling of cool oil upon his skin, only to relax into Raine’s clever hands that knew exactly where the worst knots were, where tension coiled his muscles into pure pain.


    With a patience that seemed part of Raine’s character, his Chosen worked on each portion until Taldan lay in utter boneless splendor, content.


    Memories of other hands that had also known Taldan so well, given him such pleasure, slid into his thoughts. He thrust them away viciously. He had this now, had Raine, and it was better than he could have imagined. He would not torture himself by peering into the past, wishing for things undone and mistakes unmade.


    He gritted his teeth, fighting back the longing that never left his chest, a hole within him. Yet he had not ordered a search, had not commanded the Shadows to force Hredeen to return. As he well could.


    Fool.


    Raine settled down beside him, a warm length along his body, distracting him from his dark thoughts.


    His Chosen’s hand, warm and strong, smoothed over his back.


    He turned his head on his arms, opening his eyes and blinking lazily, meeting green eyes that stared back at him with concern in their depths.


    “You could bring Hredeen home if for no other reason than to delve into his knowledge of the War Guild. Perhaps then there could be healing between you, even if he does not stay.” There was no force behind Raine’s words, only a mere suggestion.


    Taldan should have known that Raine would pick up on his agitation, would understand the cause.


    “I am afraid. Afraid of what will happen if we met again. Whatever was between us was so powerful that it had the potential to be destructive.” He grasped Raine’s hand and brought it to his lips. “I fear what I might become when faced with him.”


    Raine stroked a gentle hand over his cheekbone. “I think this is something that will only fester if not dealt with.”


    Taldan eyed him, frowning. “You are surprisingly invested in what is between Hredeen and me.” He pushed himself up onto an elbow. “Are you thinking that you can get out of the bond if Hredeen returned? That will not happen. You have to know that. The gods chose you, Raine. I have accepted our link and find myself growing closer to you day by day. There will be no leaving.”


    Raine dropped his gaze, mindlessly stroking his finger over Taldan’s shoulder, over and over again, the link suddenly feeling muddled and unsure.


    Taldan gently put his fingers beneath Raine’s chin, tilted his face up and kissed him gently, almost reverently.


    “You are my Chosen. Nothing is going to change that fact.”


    Raine jerked forward, kissed him deeply, almost desperately, and Taldan responded in kind, pulling the younger man to his chest with a possessive growl.


    “You’re mine,” he whispered fiercely against warm lips. “Mine alone.”


    The realization that he had been Raine’s first lover had opened something feral within him, something primal and insanely possessive. Whether it was his own response or a thing from the past, from other emperors, men from a more brutal, simplistic age, he could not quite discern.


    Only that Raine was his, mind, body, soul.


    Perhaps this was a result of the link, meant to be. It didn’t matter in the end.


    No one else would ever touch his Chosen.


    They were bound for life.


    In tune with his thoughts, he pulled Raine’s smaller form beneath him, leaving kiss-swollen lips behind as he lowered his head to nip at golden skin, laving the bite with his tongue, loving the mark that rose immediately.


    His.


    Raine had let out a yelp at the nip but was smiling a little at Taldan’s intense look.


    “Possessive bastard, aren’t you?” he whispered.


    Taldan had no argument to that, merely lowering his head and beginning to softly bite his way down Raine’s body, holding his Chosen firmly as the young man squirmed under the attention, soft murmurs of need rising.


    Reaching to the bedside table, Taldan grasped the still-open bottle of oil and coated his fingers. He wasted no time piercing his Chosen with two fingers. After all, he was still loose and slightly moist from their encounter just that morning. Ready, receptive.


    Raine arched, a beautiful moan escaping his lips. The beauty of the noise never failed to enthrall Taldan, to make his passion rise in response. The sound was for him. He had found a new obsession, a need for experimentation and research. To learn Raine’s body in full, to wring every sound, every twitch out of him and understand them completely.


    It was like playing a particularly complex instrument and feeling the glory of mastering it.


    He licked along the join of hip and torso, down the incredibly sensitive area of soft skin and masculine scent. Raine cried out, grasping wildly at him, eyes wide and startled. He never seemed to be able to control his response to that touch. Taldan gloried in watching Raine with his head back, mouth open and panting, and sweat breaking out across his face and neck.


    Taldan leaned up to lap at the moisture, loving the taste of his Chosen.


    “Gods! Please! Taldan…”


    The sound of his name babbled in desperation, in stark need, made his fire rise.


    He jerked his fingers free and presented his shaft to Raine’s slick entrance, sliding in, grasping his Chosen’s shoulders and literally pulling the smaller man down onto his impalement.


    Raine gave a choking cry, half pain, half pleasure, and writhed, his gaze fixed now upon Taldan’s eyes.


    Blue fire began to flicker over Taldan’s fingertips, trickling down over Raine’s chest. Taldan could sense him more clearly now, feel Raine’s rising pleasure, their connection flaring into life.


    Taldan thrust, gritting his teeth as sensations rushed over him, a feeling of being in two bodies at once. Raine’s feeling of fullness, the stretch of Taldan’s shaft within him, his body struggling to accommodate the force of the long, deep strokes, the press of Taldan’s weight over him, the slide of sweat-slick skin.


    Taldan’s feeling of the heat of Raine’s channel encasing him, squeezing him with each stroke, releasing him reluctantly with each withdrawal. The hot puff of breath over his chest as Raine exhaled against him, where Taldan loomed over him, moving with sure, swift power.


    The blue fire grew, rising with their race to completion.


    Taldan could feel Raine’s body tense, felt the way he fought back from the edge, breathlessly wanting the pinnacle to last…


    His Chosen let out a keening wail, his body arched, clamping down upon Taldan so fiercely that his completion was ripped free, the suddenness of it leaving him suspended, mouth open in a silent scream of pleasure that was so intense that his senses swam on the edge of consciousness.


    He collapsed upon Raine, managing to slide slightly to the side so he did not crush the smaller man.


    Still joined, their labored breaths were loud in the aftermath.


    Taldan blinked, dazedly watching the last blue flame flicker and then snuff out.


    He closed his eyes, replete, feeling Raine’s contentment as a part of his own.

  




  
    


     


     


     


     


    CHAPTER THREE


     


    Dransin


     


    King Dransin Harlainan felt like he was going to his doom.


    His small company of Bhantan riders had paused on the crest of the small hill. Below them lay the Anrodnes army, spread across the valley, their sheer numbers taking his breath away.


    Fear rose in his heart. There was nothing, absolutely nothing that he could do if these people decided to stay in his kingdom, decided to “aid” Bhantan and never leave. For the first time, he truly understood the terror that countries must have felt as Anrodnes appeared on their borders, their true might revealed.


    The imperial encampment was orderly, tents in neat rows, everything organized past the limit of what Dransin had imagined. There was efficiency here of a kind that could only be found within a military establishment of age, discipline, and experience. These people were no rabble, no chaotic mercenaries. They were a military machine that had been created down through at least a thousand years of development.


    His tiny country, impeded by years of blind trust in peace and the integrity of countries around them, would not present the slightest challenge to these people. Not to mention, this was only a quarter of the forces that Anrodnes was able to call upon, as Isnay had told him.


    Dransin had felt alone most of his life, separated by title and beliefs from those around him, but until this moment, he had never imagined such a sensation of helplessness.


    He glanced at Isnay, who was looking down upon the encampment with eagerness and a smile. He wondered, not for the first time, if he was insane to imagine that a man from Anrodnes, the emperor’s own head diplomat, could possibly feel anything more than a passing attraction to a foreign king. Perhaps there was nothing at all there but a form of manipulation.


    No, that couldn’t be true. All he needed to do was think back to when the messenger had arrived two days ago. The messenger had galloped into the camp, raising dust in his wake. Dransin had watched the man rein-in hard, his heart suddenly in his throat. Everyone got to their feet, ready for the worst.


    The man had leaped from the saddle, going to one knee before Dransin.


    “The army of Anrodnes sends its greetings, My King.” He’d handed over a small scroll of paper. “They have eliminated the threat of Odenar. Not a single one of the invaders survived.”


    Dransin stood frozen in place before slowly nodding. The emotions inside him were so powerful that he struggled to contain them. “You did well. See that you and your horse rest now. I will have further questions for you later.”


    Quickly, he gestured to one of the men, who came forward and guided the messenger away. He turned, meeting Isnay’s eyes. He supposed the shock, relief, and worry had appeared in his expression, because Isnay was watching him closely.


    “It’s over,” Dransin said, but there was anything but surety in his tone.


    Isnay nodded. He came closer to lay a hand upon Dransin’s arm. “Read the scroll. See what they have to say.”


    Dransin unrolled it with caution, fearing what it might say. The news about Odenar’s defeat was a deep relief, but now his kingdom faced a new problem. Anrodnes had a reputation that was not easily dismissed or forgotten. He scanned the words swiftly, then read them once again before letting it roll closed.


    Isnay met his gaze with a raised eyebrow.


    “They are sending more supplies, more ships,” he’d told Isnay. “Offering skilled tradesmen to help rebuild. Your prince is asking to meet with me, two days ride from here.”


    He saw the instant that Isnay’s heart leaped at the thought of seeing the imperial prince once more, a link to his faraway home. The other man’s eyes filled with joy and perhaps a bit of longing.


    Dransin’s lips thinned, and his eyes narrowed in response. He felt like thorns had wrapped themselves around his heart. “Am I to gather that you will be returning with them to Anrodnes?”


    That was, if the army of the empire intended to return to Anrodnes at all…


    Isnay blinked, his enthusiasm abruptly waning. Dransin saw the flash of pain in his eyes before Isnay put on his diplomat’s careful expression again. They had not yet explored what was possible between them. Perhaps that was what had put the pain in Isnay’s eyes.


    “I will ask for more time, request to stay and improve relations between our two countries. I can stand by your side when you return to your castle for this inquiry they are demanding and tell them the truth of all you’ve done for Bhantan.”


    Isnay’s hesitation had Dransin feeling the ice of fear in his veins, the emotion so strong that it surprised him. Even after so short a time, he had come to rely on this man’s presence near him.


    “I can face my father and sister alone. I do not fear them.” Dransin’s words were forced out, his hands slowly curling into fists at his side. “You wish to go home. That is understandable.”


    “Prince Zaran has the power to order me home.” Isnay paused again, as if worried about speaking further.


    “Speak freely. Please.”


    A small smile curled Isnay’s lip. “With all respect, King Dransin Harlainan, the thought of the Bhantan king meeting the imperial prince of Anrodnes is a concerning one. You…like to speak your mind.”


    “Your prince does not like men who speak their mind?”


    “He does. But I am a diplomat. It is my job to worry. I do not wish for a sharp word or distrust to foster bad feeling between Bhantan and Anrodnes. It would mean…the prince might order me home.”


    “I see.” He knew he was an emotional man, but right now, he fought to keep those emotions under control. He should be focused on the good news of Odenar’s defeat…and on the threat to his rule he faced back in Ferulum, when he would be questioned on the invasion of the kingdom by those who sought to pin blame…


    But Isnay moved closer to him. He held Dransin’s gaze, his expression unguarded, vulnerable in a way Dransin had never seen on the diplomat before.


    “I have a lot to do here,” Isnay said. “Home will always be there. Right now, I want to stay here. With you.”


    Dransin felt his cheeks and the back of his neck grow hot, and his heart seemed to leap in his chest with a mix of relief and joy.


    Isnay gave a delighted smile and a soft laugh at the sight of him, but Dransin was not ashamed of his reaction.


    “Speak to my prince,” Isnay had said. “I think he will be more than you have imagined.”


    Right now, I want to stay here. With you. Those words lingered with Dransin even now, two days later, as they approached the imperial encampment for the meeting between him and the imperial prince of Anrodnes. His father and his scheming sister could wait in Ferulum. Right now, Dransin needed to do all he could for his kingdom.


    Their small company had been spotted by imperial watchmen and scouts. A group was gathering at the edge of the camp, preparing to greet them. He discreetly wiped a sweaty palm on his thigh, his heart beginning to thunder with apprehension. These next moments would determine the fate of his country, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it other than hold his temper and try to present himself as a king should.


    His companions ranged behind them, and Dransin felt a surge of pride at their perfect formation, their horses’ coats immaculately groomed and gleaming in the sunlight, polished leather shining. They had worked hard to accomplish even this tiny amount of military show down through the years, following his lead, learning from scraps of knowledge they’d found that had escaped the purge of “warmongering” literature so long ago.


    This small showing was all they had against the force that lay before them. He straightened up in the saddle. His chin rose. It was not much, but they had worked damn hard for it.


    As they drew nearer, he could see the cowled figures of the infamous Shadows where they formed a semicircle behind three figures.


    He gathered his courage and his will. These people of Anrodnes would detect no weakness in Bhantan’s king.


    They reached the outskirts, a respectable distance from the waiting men, and dismounted. Dransin, with Isnay at his side and eight men at his back, left the horses with the remaining riders and stepped forward even as the three men from Anrodnes came to meet them.


    The first man was tall, as tall as Dransin himself, with the white hair that marked him as the imperial prince of Anrodnes, now the imperial heir after his brother’s ascension. His eerie pale blue eyes held Dransin’s without compromise, his expression completely neutral, nothing to be gleaned from it.


    Yet he held out his hand to Dransin, inclining his head ever so slightly, a measure of respect that Dransin would not have expected from a royal son of the empire.


    “Your Majesty, I assume?”


    Dransin gathered his wits and nodded, holding out his own hand. “Dransin Harlainan the Fourth, Twenty-ninth king of Bhantan.”


    “I am Zaran Anrodnes, second son of former Emperor Demarin. It is good to finally meet you, Your Majesty. I just wish it was under better circumstances than these.”


    There was certainly regret in Zaran’s tone. How true it was remained to be seen. The fact that he had not used the entirety of his titles was a promising start. He was not pushing his superiority even if both of them were fully aware of it.


    “I deeply regret the necessity of us trespassing upon your lands. We have neutralized the Odenar rebels, but your lands will need help to rebuild what was so wantonly destroyed. As you have been informed, the Anrodnes Empire offers supplies, labor, whatever is acceptable to you. Above that, Emperor Taldan himself wishes you to come to Persis as his guest to receive a public apology.”


    Dransin hardly knew how to respond. This seemed so real. So true. Yet, if he traveled to Persis, would that not be the perfect time for an “accident” to befall him before Bhantan was taken over by Anrodnes to keep the peace?


    Besides, he could not go Persis, even should he wish to. He had to deal with whatever scheme the nobles, including his sister, were hatching back in the capital. They had demanded his return to face an inquiry, and unlike the emperors of Anrodnes, a Bhantan king’s throne was not so secure.


    As he considered how to decline the offer, at least for now, his gaze roved over the two men behind the prince. His eyes widened when he spotted a familiar face. “Ralnulian?”


    The man stepped forward, giving a deep bow of respect. “Your Majesty.”


    “I was not aware you were still within our borders,” Isnay said. “You were determined to leave, last time we spoke.”


    The assassin’s crooked smile was rueful. “I was. Yet there were things that held me here. Then Odenar attacked. Did you think I would not step up to help defend Bhantan?”


    Dransin shook his head fondly. “No. I cannot imagine you standing to the side and doing nothing. Whatever your involvement in Odenar’s defeat, I can only thank you.”


    There were curiosity and speculation in Prince Zaran’s eyes as he glanced from Dransin to Ralnulian. The prince put a hand on the shoulder of a lean man next to him whose features had an otherworldly beauty to them. “He and Hredeen here killed the leaders, threw the Odenar rebels into chaos. They are the reason there were few casualties on our side.”


    Dransin glanced at the man the prince held the shoulder of, his eyes narrowing. There was a subtle similarity there… He shot a look back at Ralnulian, concern rising. “You found him then. Your brother.”


    There fell a silence. Ralnulian grimaced, glancing at the man named Hredeen, whose beautiful face had gone pale and his guarded eyes went wide with shock. “Yes. Yes, I did.”


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    The silence within the pavilion was sharp-edged. Hredeen felt like he was in a nightmare, one where the rules kept changing, the ground shifting beneath his feet.


    “Is this some scheme to keep me from turning you in?” He whirled upon Ralnulian, paying no attention to Zaran, who had slipped into the pavilion behind them after seeing that a new pavilion was being erected to house the Bhantan king and his entourage.


    The taller man met his venting spleen with admirable calm, though his eyes were dark with an emotion that Hredeen could not decipher. “It is no scheme.”


    The man’s quiet tone did nothing to stem Hredeen’s fury.


    “Then what? What can this lie possibly gain for you?”


    “It is no lie, Hredeen. I had had my doubts as to the truth until I saw you, saw our mother in your eyes, the shape of your features. But this is not the way I wished for you to learn the truth.”


    Hredeen drew back, feeling bile rise. He had faint, childish memories of being forcefully taken, of terrifying moments of tall men and being ripped from warmth and comfort, but try as he might, he could not recall his parents, his home. The only thing he knew was that his taking had been under duress, that his parents had not sold him to the War Guild, as many did.


    Now this man seemed to know more than Hredeen himself. It was intolerable. It brought back memories that had lain dormant, dredged up images of him weeping inconsolably within a small cell, upon a hard bed with a thin, coarse blanket that gave little warmth and no comfort.


    “You lie,” he spat, feeling an uncontrollable anger rise, distantly fearing that his control could be lost, his deadly abilities spill into blind rage and destruction.


    The story of Ralnulian’s killing of the grandmaster made so much more sense now.


    He fought his fury down, aware of Zaran’s proximity and feeling protectiveness rise up to overcome the anger. He would not hurt his prince. Never that.


    Ralnulian stood before him, a prudent distance away, but his expression tore at Hredeen. Grief, hope, an old anger, they all shone from those hazel eyes, so different than Hredeen’s own.


    It was not possible that this man was his brother. Was it?


    Yet as he stared, defiantly attempting to prove the man wrong, he became uncomfortably aware that there were similarities.


    Their facial construction, long and thin. Ears with strangely shaped tips and small lobes. The way Ralnulian’s thumbs curled strangely backward at the first joint. These features he had thought were his alone, now present in another, were too strange a coincidence.


    Hredeen tore his gaze away, pacing to the far side of the pavilion, feeling like an animal trapped in a snare.


    He had always been alone. There were no connections between assassins. Memories of family were brutally eradicated until they faded away completely.


    The camaraderie he had discovered at Persis had been so precious for precisely that reason, whispers of family, of belonging to something greater than a cause, being something more than a tool. He had been part of a whole and losing that had been like tearing his heart out.


    Without Taldan, he was nothing. No one. A hollow shell.


    For someone to suggest that there was more, a piece of family that was blood, not chosen, was terrifying. It triggered all sorts of things within him that he had not even realized existed.


    “You cannot know this.”


    “But I do,” Ralnulian spoke softly, keeping his distance, as though Hredeen were a spooked horse. “I told you the grandmaster mentioned you. He told me that you would take my place. What I didn’t say was that he told me who you were, how you had been taken even as I had been. How he would make me watch as he raped my little brother, broke him as I had been broken. That was what sent me over the edge.” His voice was eerily calm, reciting the past as though it held no power over him anymore, as perhaps it didn’t.


    In Hredeen’s case, it most certainly did.


    “You had to have been young when you were taken,” he challenged. “You would not even remember a younger sibling. I would be years younger than you.”


    Ralnulian gave a small, twisted smile. “Are you so much younger than me? My scars have taken my youth. I am only three years older than you, Hredeen. I remember you. I remember our mother. I was older than many children when I was taken. Eight years old. I remembered, and they never beat it out of me.” There was strong pride in that statement.


    Hredeen said nothing, his mind reeling, his emotions wildly fluctuating.


    “I couldn’t protect you from him, so I killed him,” Ralnulian continued, his voice eerily calm. “I had no way of finding you within the fortress, didn’t even know what you would look like at that point. I could only hope that the fact of your birth would fade, that perhaps only the grandmaster knew the details, perhaps had even ordered your taking. I had to take the chance that you would survive but couldn’t risk attempting to take you with me. Because if they knew you were linked to me or realized that I had discovered the truth, then they would have used you. Hurt you to get at me. I had no way to even believe that I would live beyond a short time, once the elite assassins were set on my trail. I had to leave you there, and it almost destroyed me in a way that the grandmaster had failed to break me.”


    “No one ever said anything,” Hredeen whispered, holding his ground as Ralnulian took a single step toward him.


    “Then it was worth it.” The quiet conviction within those words made Hredeen’s breath stutter, his chest tighten with feelings that terrified him.


    He risked a desperate glance Zaran’s way, his friend a bastion of solidity in a world gone mad.


    The prince met his gaze, sympathy and even hope in his eyes, before Zaran sent a glance to Ralnulian. The other assassin nodded, turning away to seat himself in a chair, staying silent, giving Hredeen blessed space.


    The rapport between the two, something without words, surprised Hredeen, concerned him. He eyed Zaran, but the prince just took his hand, leading him to sit across from Ralnulian, giving them both the distance they needed.


    “You did not eat this morning, either of you,” Zaran said. “For me, you will have something. Along with some expensive wine. I think this is a conversation that needs wine. A goodly amount of it.”


    His gentle prattle eased Hredeen’s nerves, and he realized he was poised, ready for a fight, almost trembling with the need for action.


    Left alone, he might well have gotten into an altercation with Ralnulian.


    The results of that were anyone’s guess, but Hredeen would put his money on the older man. The other assassin seemed as fit as if he’d just finished the merciless training at the War Guild’s fortress, while Hredeen had had to struggle to keep his own level up while disguising his purpose at the palace.


    He had lost his edge, and in the presence of another assassin, that fact made it very clear the War Guild would expect him to retrain.


    His hands curled into fists, a feeling of entrapment and desperation stealing over him. At that moment, he knew he would rather die than go back.


    Zaran poured generous amounts of wine, offering it silently to each of them.


    Hredeen accepted his, only then realizing how his hands were trembling. He stared at them in dim amazement. All that he had done in his past, and he’d never shown the least bit of nerves. Yet here and now, he was a mess. It made no sense, other than he was unraveling at last.


    He shifted his attention to the wine, focusing on the red liquid with almost desperate intensity. He felt like he was flying apart…


    A familiar hand gently lay upon his forearm. He slowly moved his head, staring blankly into ice-blue eyes.


    For a moment…


    He blinked. Zaran—not Taldan. Not his Taldan.


    A rush of emotion made him gulp, and he grasped at Zaran’s hand as a lifeline. He was starkly aware of Ralnulian’s gaze or he would have curled up in the prince’s lap like a child afraid of the dark.


    He had to get himself together. This was not the time, the place, or the company to fall apart in.


    Zaran’s grip was warm and firm, steady.


    He met that concerned gaze at last, fighting for control that seemed thin and fragile.


    It was that moment that he knew he was irreparably compromised. There could be no going back to the War Guild. The things he had felt, done, experienced, would never allow him to return to the submissive, obedient slave he had been.


    Something had been awoken inside him and would never sleep again. Pain and uncertainty surged through him. “I can’t go back to them.”


    Zaran’s voice broke through the veil of misery. “I was never going to let you.”


    He met the prince’s determined stare, so shattered that Hredeen simply wished to walk away, find a quiet spot, and end his misbegotten life. If he was dead, then the War Guild could not hurt anyone in his name, could not use him ever again.


    “Don’t give them the satisfaction.” Ralnulian gave no quarter, no sympathy whatsoever. “They trained us into something deadly, took our lives away. Would you offer it now, make a sacrifice? If you truly wish to find a way out, then curse them, use your skills for what is needed now, to protect those you care for.”


    Hredeen stared, shaken out of self-absorption.


    Zaran reached over to pluck a sheet of paper from his traveling desk, handing it to Hredeen, who took it with a questioning look. “This is a message from home. Read.”


    Hredeen bent his head, frowning, glancing over it briefly, then going back to read more closely.


    It was all he could do not to crumple the paper in his hand. He looked up, a deadly anger smoothing over his fears. “The War Guild? They believe the War Guild is behind the attempted assassination? That makes no sense. Why would they send me to keep Taldan safe, then send another to kill him?”


    Ralnulian took a deep drink of wine before setting the mug down. “Zaran tells me that you were there for eight years. Something had to have changed during that time. They could have new leadership, someone is grasping for power like the grandmaster I killed. They could have had a vision showing that the new emperor has become a danger to them or their plans. Or even something so base as they see an opportunity to rise to the fore, to become the ultimate power by overcoming Anrodnes. If they did so, who is powerful enough to stop them from continuing, from taking over the world itself?”


    Zaran took Hredeen’s hand. “I need you. Taldan needs you, even if he doesn’t know it. There is a danger here that Anrodnes is not used to facing. Never before has the War Guild attacked us. They have always been our weapons. Now those weapons are turning upon us. We need to find out why. Who better than you and Ralnulian?”


    Hredeen wanted to draw back, deny the words. He could not be pulled back into a place that promised only pain, a place where Taldan was.


    Yet…


    He eyed Ralnulian, who may or may not be his brother.


    Ralnulian smiled, baring his teeth. “Your prince has talked me into walking a new path, at least for a time. Against the War Guild. Not running from it. They took our youth, our lives, our minds. What say you we show our opinion on that?” The tall assassin raised a brow, challenging him.


    Hredeen felt the surge of energy that always came before a kill, when the senses became unnaturally sharp, the mind dropping into something feral and focused.


    Someone had threatened his beloved, had almost killed Taldan, and the threat was still present.


    Whatever it cost, he would see that threat broken.


    He need only return to being what he had always been.


    A killer, an assassin.


    He met Ralnulian’s eyes squarely. “You are on the hunt?”


    The man nodded, eyes filled with dark purpose.


    “Well then, so am I.”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FOUR


     


    Naral


     


    Naral strode down the hallway leading to his palace office, not glancing back at Fagan. Too many eyes were watching. Gossip was beginning to run rampant about his relationship with the little thief, and those who had no liking for him were beginning to use it against him.


    For a wonder, Fagan followed without a word.


    They entered the office, and he closed the door. Fagan leaned against the nearest wall and slid down it to sit on the floor, holding his head.


    Concerned, Naral crouched beside him.


    Fagan looked up, his eyes wild. “My smart mouth just about got me killed.” He glared at Naral. “You only told me I had to be present. Then you would tell the emperor. I didn’t think you meant actually encountering him face to mask! Then having to actually speak?”


    Naral felt a hint of shame.


    In hindsight, perhaps that had not been well done. Not to a man who had as many trust issues as the little thief.


    He bowed his head. “I apologize.”


    Fagan eyed him skeptically, obviously testing his sincerity, before he finally shook his head, his expression of anger fading away as he slumped against the wall, trying to calm his breathing into something approximating normal.


    “This is impossible,” Fagan whispered abruptly, his head thunking back against the wall. “You live in a world I cannot possibly understand. The same is true with me. This has no future, and I find myself feeling more for you than is in the least wise.”


    Naral felt his heart constrict, a sense of panic welling. Until that moment, he had not truly realized how much he valued the little thief’s company. It had seemed merely a diversion, a pleasant bit of flirting. Yet the thought of losing that…


    He found himself on one knee before Fagan, holding out his hand, not daring to touch, fearing that the slightest misstep could make the other man defensive, that he might leave. Once within Rivergate, Naral would never see him again.


    “I think you are the most true person I have ever met,” he said. “Please, don’t let my world drive you away. I’ll do everything I can to understand your point of view, your world.”


    Fagan eyed him, an unfamiliar look of weariness in his expression, a hint of indecision that didn’t seem to fit the man’s personality.


    “You’re a problem,” the thief stated bluntly.


    Naral nodded. “Everyone says so. I guess it’s true.” He shrugged sheepishly. “I just hope you’ll make me your problem.”


    Fagan’s eyes narrowed, then a small smirk tilted his lips, something in his expression softening minutely. “You know this isn’t good for either of us.”


    Naral nodded, met his stare squarely with no dissembling. “I know. I know what you’re risking. I am well aware of how others are viewing my relationship with you, the whispers, the rumors. Yet the Chosen likes you. Today, my emperor admired your ability to meet his eyes and say what needed to be said. You’re far more than where you were born, Fagan. As am I. I think it comes down to what we are willing to accept as boundaries from others.”


    Fagan gave a soft huff. “I’ve never been good at boundaries. Always want to break them down, see what’s on the other side.”


    Naral smiled, his fondness of Fagan’s quirks rising to make his breath hitch.


    The sound seemed to make Fagan’s mind up, because he reached out, his small, fine-boned hand taking Naral’s larger, sword-calloused one, the sight satisfying some primal part of Naral’s very being.


    The little thief leaned forward. “I think I’m out of my mind, but curiosity has always been my downfall. Let’s see the other side of those damn boundaries.”


    Naral gave a choking laugh and lunged forward for a toe-curling kiss.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Taldan read the message carefully. He placed the paper down and stared blankly at the desk, eyes wide and fixed.


    Raine felt a surge of fear, putting his hand out and covering Taldan’s. “What is it?”


    He knew it was a missive from Zaran. Surely nothing had happened to the prince?


    “They’re coming home.” Taldan’s hand curled into a fist, and Raine eyed him uncertainly.


    “That’s good…isn’t it?”


    “He hopes to bring people with him. The king of Bhantan, if he agrees to accept my apology and our hospitality. A man named Ralnulian, who apparently is yet another assassin from the War Guild, but who escaped long ago. His experiences and inside knowledge may be able to help us.”


    Raine nodded uncertainly.


    “And Hredeen.”


    Raine’s heart stopped, then resumed at double beat, a feeling of panic rising in his throat. Despite his earlier words encouraging Taldan to bring Hredeen home, now that the possibility was real, a sense of dread took him. His heart suddenly didn’t want the assassin to return. Not when he and Taldan were finally forging something good and right.


    With Hredeen at hand, Raine would be thrust to the background, becoming a very unnecessary part of Taldan’s world. The link, everything that they had worked toward would come tumbling down. He had no doubt of that. The feelings that Taldan had toward his former concubine were nothing that could be denied. He couldn’t speak for the fear he was feeling.


    Taldan frowned and turned to face him, obviously picking up at least some of the emotions through the link. “You have nothing to fear. Your role, his role, they are separate. One does not overcome the other.”


    “Do you even know what his role will be?” Raine asked quietly. “You want him, you claim that you will name him another Chosen, yet such a thing has never been done. Will he have the same link as we do? What will his duties be? His place?”


    Taldan surged to his feet and began pacing, his expression gaining that intense, almost manic look that always appeared when the subject of Hredeen came to the fore. Raine feared that the emperor was not completely himself when he spoke of how he envisioned Hredeen’s return.


    He remembered the conversation he’d had with Sarnwa, how the other Chosen had indicated that he felt that Hredeen would not accept any such offer on Taldan’s behalf. Watching him now, Raine wondered whether Taldan was capable of accepting such a refusal.


    If he was not able, as Raine very much feared, then what would occur when a man who had no boundaries as emperor faced the denial of his wishes by a man he loved?


    In all other things, Taldan was the model of control, as he had been taught since birth. When it came to Hredeen, something else was in play. Emotions. Something that Taldan had little experience with beyond tamping them down, molding them to his will.


    Somehow, Raine didn’t think this could possibly turn out well. For anyone.


    He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Did they give any indication of when?”


    Taldan blinked, as though coming back from his own thoughts. “They will be traveling by sea, returning on the supply ships I sent to the capital of Bhantan. I’m not certain how long it will take to reach the capital from where they are near the borders of Bhantan. But once they set sail, if the winds hold true and the storms keep to the south, they should be back in our harbor within four days.”


    Four days, plus however long it took to march on the capital. It felt far too short a time.


    Taldan caught his arm, turned him to face him. “I am not going to cast you aside, Raine. I am not going to jeopardize what we have together.”


    “You love him,” Raine pointed out softly, watching his expression.


    “I don’t know what I feel for you, but it grows. That is truth. Trust in me.” Taldan gaze caught and held Raine’s.


    Finally Raine nodded, though his tension did not lessen. He did trust Taldan.


    However, what lay between Hredeen and Taldan had been so intense, so complete, that its loss had broken something within the new emperor. It made Raine fear what would happen when the two met. Neither of them was the same. Such fierce love could turn into something else entirely.


    Taldan released him and paced, expression going from anticipation, to worry, to anger, within moments of each.


    Raine slowly sat down, his fear rising. He desperately wanted to speak to someone about what he was seeing in Taldan. But who?


     


     


    Later, Raine stepped out of the room, closing the door softly in his wake and standing with his back against it, sucking in a deep breath.


    The two Shadows outside turned their heads and stared at him. At least he thought they were staring at him. Within the darkness of their cowls, only the whiteness of the veil was evident.


    He shivered, then gathered his courage and lifted his chin, staring back.


    “I need to find Lord Naral.” His voice was steady and sure, despite his pounding heart.


    The Shadows glanced at each other, some silent communication passing between them before the one to the right nodded and gestured for Raine to follow him.


    The other Shadow remained, and Raine knew that another Shadow would emerge from somewhere and take up the empty post. He had seen it more than once and still found himself awed by the stealth and way the Shadows knew what each of them was doing at any time.


    It smacked of magic in his view, something he was not terribly comfortable with. He had come to terms with the Illumitae. For the most part, the emperor’s power seemed to be knowledge, the memories of every man who had sat upon the golden throne. It was rumored that long ago, the Illumitae had been much more than that. It had been a weapon of considerable power. That had been in the beginning, during the first few generations of the empire’s dynasty. Yet there were no books from that era, no writings. Even the Illumitae memories contained no information, according to Taldan. It was an odd gap in the history of Anrodnes, and Raine could not help being curious as to why it had been eliminated.


    Stories abounded, many of them saying that the Illumitae had been too formidable, too dangerous in the hands of anyone but the gods themselves. One ballad, its origins lost, spoke of the weapon returning when Anrodnes was most in danger, but Raine discounted that scornfully. What ballad didn’t bring up such a myth? It was a common theme.


    The truth was, nobody knew.


    Raine felt the Illumitae in his veins. It was more intense when he and Taldan touched, but it was present even when they were apart. He felt no threat from it, no sense it was capable of being a threat, yet it had driven away the other candidates, hurting them.


    He shook his head. That was not his concern at the moment. He had to focus on how to help Taldan. The only way he could do that was to understand the man’s past, know what was normal behavior and what was not.


    Naral and Zaran would both know, but Zaran was far away in Bhantan. Raine tried not to think who would be returning with him. The thought of Hredeen here gave him chills. Not just on his own behalf, although that was first and foremost in his list of worries, but he had a strong premonition that Hredeen’s return would bring a great deal of upheaval. He desperately wanted Taldan to be happy, but he feared that Hredeen’s arrival would have exactly the opposite effect.


    He followed the silent Shadow, trying to tear his mind away from Taldan. He had left the emperor alone after attempting to speak to him several times. Taldan had sunk into introspection so deep he had not seemed to be aware of Raine in the least. Was that what Raine had to look forward to once Hredeen returned to the palace?


    The choice to find Naral and talk with him had been a difficult decision. The emperor’s companion had never liked Raine, although they had come to a wary truce since Raine had been Chosen.


    Raine always felt like he was in the wrong around the other man, as if he couldn’t do anything right. The nervousness annoyed him. He would be eaten alive if he didn’t learn to at least pretend confidence, even if he didn’t feel it.


    They passed through the corridors at a swift pace. It was quiet this hour, as supper was served in the main hall. Raine was grateful for the peacefulness, but it was rather depressing to realize that he didn’t have the first clue where anything was in the palace. Taldan had said that he could still attend college, but as of yet, he had not been allowed out. The threat of a plot against Taldan was still too fresh for Raine to be allowed the slightest bit of independence beyond the palace walls.


    It was far too much like being at home, although at least he occasionally learned from Taldan about things in the city, the empire, and beyond the borders. He was grateful for that much at least, even if the man sometimes forgot he had a partner now, someone who wanted to know what was occurring outside the royal quarters.


    The loss of Isnay’s presence left him feeling isolated, with only Taldan for company. Their relationship was still forming. He wouldn’t risk voicing his fears and doubts, particularly when a great many of them were about Taldan himself.


    He hoped that Isnay would be returning with the king of Bhantan. He missed the other man terribly. Their friendship had grown so swiftly, but the strength of it was beyond any doubt at all.


    They reached Lord Naral’s office, and the Shadow leaned forward, opening the door and gesturing Raine inside.


    He heard a curse and stared wide-eyed at the scene in front of him before bolting out the door and leaning against the wall. The Shadow eyed him, slowly closed the door with a soft click, then stood calmly, guarding perhaps?


    The door flew open again, and Naral strode out, shirtless, pants unfastened, hair on end and lips kiss-swollen.


    Obviously, Naral and Fagan were far closer than anyone could possibly have expected.


    “You could have knocked,” Naral snarled.


    Raine turned to face him, his own temper rising. “Your office is supposed to be a public area where people can contact you. I didn’t realize it was also your love nest!”


    Naral reared back, astonished, as though a mouse had threatened to bite him, before a vivid blush flooded his cheeks and down over his neck.


    “By the gods! It is not a love nest!” Naral choked out. “Where did you even come by that term?”


    “What am I supposed to think? Anybody could have walked through those doors and seen…that.” Raine’s own cheeks were hot.


    “I did my job.” Naral’s tone was defensive. “The Shadows are on their way to pick up the two men. I am not shirking. This… This was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I can assure you, Fagan—”


    Raine glared at him in disbelief and interrupted. “Please tell me you are not going to blame this on Fagan? It was very clear that you were participating very eagerly indeed.”


    Naral rolled his eyes. “I’m not trying to deny participation. I’m trying to tell you that it has not happened before.”


    “You’ve never kissed him before?” Raine tilted his head skeptically.


    “No! I mean, yes.” Naral ran an agitated hand through his hair, spiking it on end. “But not here! It was on the street…”


    Raine raised an eyebrow, folding his arms over his chest. “In clear sight of everyone? I can’t think that is going to go over well. The head of security canoodling with a thief.”


    Naral stared. “Canoodling? Where do you get these terms?”


    Raine shrugged. “I read a lot.” His glare deepened. “Don’t you dare blame Fagan for this.”


    “Well, he started it!”


    Raine’s other eyebrow joined the first. “And I’m sure you protested.”


    “No, he really didn’t.” Fagan lounged in the doorway relacing his pants, shirt untucked and open wide, a smirk curving his obviously well-kissed lips. “He’s been hard to pin down though. Seems to hold some idea that his job title is something important.”


    Raine stared for a moment, hearing Naral groan beside him. Then he could not prevent his mouth from forming a smile. “Naral thinks he is important? I haven’t heard that rumor.”


    Fagan eyed Naral as the man leaned against the wall, head in hands, the blush clearly visible now all the way down his throat.


    “That’s what I thought. He is a little prudish, inhibited. I just thought a few lessons of a sexual nature would break him free from his repression.” Fagan’s eyes glittered with mischief.


    Raine laughed out loud. “I like you, Fagan DeLorne. When you are finished with the ‘lessons’ here, feel free to come visit me in the dining hall. I would love to speak to you. Someone with a sense of humor would be a relaxing change. Tell one of the guards that I asked for you.”


    Fagan bowed deeply, a hint of surprise in his expression. “I will do so, Chosen. I would be honored.”


    Naral had jerked his head up, looking between the two of them with wild eyes. “No. Fagan can’t just go wandering through the palace. Gods know what will end up missing.”


    Fagan frowned at him. “I have an invitation. One does not steal from the house that one is invited to. One would think you would know that, being a lord and all.”


    Naral pinched the bridge of his nose, and Raine stifled a grin. This was pleasant, Naral being on the wrong foot. Their encounters before had always been with Naral in control and Raine floundering. He was not about to give Naral quarter now, not after his treatment in the past.


    He caught sight of Naral eyeing him, pleading in his expression.


    Raine shook his head. “We might not have started out on the right foot, but I am not about to go gossiping about your personal business. I would just recommend that you find another place. Next time, it might be someone who does not understand discretion.”


    Naral straightened with relief before glaring at Fagan. “It will certainly not be in my office again.”


    Fagan shrugged, a little smile still tugging at his lips. “I am a creature of adventure. I’m sure we can find somewhere much more private.” He reached out and grabbed Naral’s wrist, tugging him through the door, back into the office.


    Naral gave a surprised grunt, then the door was slammed behind them, leaving Raine and the Shadow in the hallway.


    They eyed each other, and Raine swore that he saw the faintest twitch of a smile behind that sheer veil. Certainly the man’s eyes held true amusement, more so than he would have expected from a Shadow.


    “I will ensure that one of my brethren brings Delorne to the dining area without any interruptions,” the Shadow said. The smooth voice managed to disguise any further humor.


    Raine nodded. “That might be prudent.”


    Well, so much for trying to speak to Naral about Taldan. He would have to wait or find someone else to share his concerns with. The lighthearted moment he’d shared with Fagan drained away, and his worries rushed back.


    He followed the Shadow as they retraced their steps through the halls, his heart heavy once more…


     


    * * *


     


    Isnay


     


    Isnay watched Dransin with concern. The king had listened to Zaran’s invitation to come to Persis with a dark expression but remained polite if noncommittal. Isnay knew Dransin had to face whatever political inquest his sister and the ex-king demanded. He didn’t understand all the politics of this kingdom yet, but he could tell that it worried the Bhantan king.


    Still, King Dransin Harlainan had extended the offer to Prince Zaran to come to Ferulum and depart from there back to Persis. To Isnay, it seemed partly a test to see if the prince’s motives were as pure as he claimed. Would the imperial prince leave behind his army and ride ahead to the Bhantan capital?


    Zaran had agreed without hesitation. Anrodnes would leave the majority of the army to travel back to Odenar by land, settling into the rebellious territory for an unspecified amount of time to restore the empire’s order. Some Shadows would remain in Odenar. Some would accompany Zaran back to the imperial capital.


    Now they were sitting quietly beneath a tree, watching as the Anrodnes military packed up the encampment with amazing speed and efficiency.


    Dransin had a blade of grass between his fingers, and he was slowly shredding it as he viewed everything with narrowed eyes. His companions were wandering through the camp, speaking with the soldiers, obviously keen to learn anything that might enhance their own skills, even with something as foreign as moving an army. Perhaps they were also sounding out the truth of whether Anrodnes was no longer the epitome of expansion.


    Isnay bumped his shoulder against Dransin’s, longing to erase the lines of strain upon the man’s face, the marks of sleepless nights that shadowed his eyes so deeply.


    Dransin glanced at him and gave a tight smile before letting out a long sigh.


    “We are so behind in everything,” Dransin said. “How do I provide protection for our lands while not destroying my people’s belief in peace? I see no way to combine the two.” Dransin threw the grass away in disgust, fingers stained green. “The more I seek to make my lands safe, the more my enemies use it against me.”


    “If you come to Anrodnes, you will love the libraries there and the knowledge they contain. For all we know, there might be something written somewhere that might answer some of your concerns. Perhaps some other culture in the past that might be similar, that had problems which mirrored yours.”


    Dransin nodded, but he didn’t look enthused or even hopeful.


    “You grew up with all this,” he waved an impatient hand toward the soldiers. “You have lived in a country where the military was the might, where countries fell beneath their strength.” He turned his head, met Isnay’s gaze. “Is there nothing in the middle?”


    “I believe that is what our present emperor wishes to create,” Isnay murmured carefully. “If you come, you will meet him—”


    Dransin snorted inelegantly, leaning his head back against the tree and staring up into the dappled light peeking through the leaves. “What could he possibly see in me? With the power he has at his fingertips, how could there be the slightest respect for a new king, too young for the role, from a country that practically invited invasion. If he decided to take it over simply to clean up the mess my royal family made, I wouldn’t be surprised.”


    Isnay frowned and shoved against him this time so that Dransin nearly toppled over.


    “Don’t talk like that. It wasn’t you who created this mess. You tried to make changes. It’s not your fault that people are blind or resistant to change.”


    Dransin leaned forward to rest his forearms on his knees, a grim slant to his mouth.


    “The people only see that I failed, that we were invaded. For all I know, they could vote me out.”


    Isnay stared at him. “Vote? You are king.”


    “There are provisions within Bhantan laws for disposing of a monarch who threatens the cultural integrity of the kingdom.” Bitterness seeped through Dransin’s words.


    Isnay was speechless. “If they voted you out, who in the world would they vote in?”


    “My sister.” Dransin tore another piece of grass and started pleating it minutely.


    “She would accept?”


    “She would glory in it. She loves our father, believes in him, and has stood against me in every argument I have ever had with him.” He drew in a ragged breath. “Now they have started this ‘inquiry.’ I fear that if I left for Anrodnes, I would not be allowed back.”


    This was so different from anything that could possibly happen in Anrodnes that Isnay was stunned, not understanding how this was possible. A king was a king. And certainly in this case, a good king who had struggled for his people.


    “Those you helped, who saw you aid them personally, they will not vote for such a thing.”


    Dransin eyed him, giving a dry, hoarse laugh. “You believe that the people would get to vote? No, it will be the courtiers, the leaders, and noble-born, and they would love to see me fail, see me fall. They know that they could influence my sister where they cannot influence me.” He dropped the piece of grass with a curse as it cut his finger, bright red staining the green.


    Isnay grasped his hand, pulling it toward him, eyes on the welling blood.


    “The people will influence them in the right direction,” he said. “They cannot be so foolish as to believe that ousting you will bring about anything positive. They must have some idea of the truth…”


    Dransin snorted and tossed a braid of red hair back over his shoulder. “People don’t want truth. They are influenced by everything they hear, and then it gets twisted into something that is nowhere near correct.”


    Isnay pulled a cloth from his leather pouch, carefully winding it round the cut, tying it tightly. When done, he held Dransin’s hand in his, turning so that they were eye to eye.


    “You should tell Zaran this. If leaving Bhantan leads to something terrible, you should definitely stay.”


    “And be imprisoned for life? That is the fate of a king who is deposed. That is their mercy. No execution, but something far worse.” Dransin picked up a small stone and flung it viciously.


    Isnay couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The idiocy of Bhantan only grew with every new bit of information. He gently pulled Dransin’s hand closer, cradling it.


    “This inquiry will absolve you,” he said. “It is your chance to make the truth known.”


    “You have more faith but less knowledge. This is a charade designed to undermine my grip upon the throne.”


    “Then you must come to Anrodnes. You will be safe there until your country makes a decision one way or the other. You will not remain here to endure such a thing. I forbid it!”


    The foolishness of his final words made him flush, but he met Dransin’s stare defiantly.


    Dransin found a smile—faint, but there all the same—and raised his other hand to touch Isnay’s face gently. “Who would I be without Bhantan? A king without a country? I am not a being of peace, but I know nothing of war. I am utterly useless. You are kind to champion me, but without Bhantan, I am nothing at all.”


    “That isn’t true,” Isnay argued fiercely. “That is like saying that I am nothing without Anrodnes. I am still Isnay. I still have people who care about me. If you will not care for yourself, then I will.”


    Dransin tilted his head, his eyes softening. “You are a good man. A kind heart. Don’t invest too much in me. I can bring you nothing but grief in the end. My future is not my own.”


    “Yes. It is. It can be what you make it. I know you cannot see a path right now. Come to Anrodnes. Bring your companions. Bring all those who support you. That way, they cannot separate you, and your enemies cannot blame them for your decisions. Let me show you Anrodnes, what it is like there. You can research a new path for Bhantan or learn to your heart’s content. If you can return home, then nothing will be wasted. If you cannot, then you are among friends who will gladly help.”


    “I am only a king, Isnay. Nothing else.”


    “Don’t be a damn defeatist!” Isnay snapped, leaping to his feet and pulling Dransin’s hand, hauling him to his feet. “Come. We ride for Ferulum. If the nobles turn on you, then you will take those people you wish and everything that is important to you and come with me to the empire. You will dress the part, damn it, and you will show all of Anrodnes how truly amazing the king of Bhantan is. If your own people are too blind to realize it, then that is their problem.”


    Dransin stood, towering over him, lips twitching. “I think you should be the king, Isnay. You are a fierce defender.”


    Isnay scowled. “You don’t defend yourself. It’s like you simply expect the worst and accept it.”


    He grasped Dransin’s shoulder and leaned up on his toes, capturing the king’s lips and kissing him deeply and thoroughly, suddenly not worrying about protocol, about what others from his country might think or how Dransin’s companions might react.


    When they finally separated, time having slid away, Dransin’s long fingers had threaded into Isnay’s hair, holding him immobile. Isnay licked his lips, savoring the other man’s taste. The king’s eyes avidly watched the movement, the hunger in his eyes unmistakable.


    “I would go to Anrodnes for no other reason than to be with you. If that makes me a poor king or a foolish man, then I accept those slurs.”


    “I think you are neither, but then, I might be slightly biased,” Isnay whispered and tucked a long strand of red hair behind Dransin’s ear where it had pulled loose from one of his tight braids. “I think I would have stayed here if that were the only way to see you.”


    Dransin’s eyes widened as though he had never considered such a thing. “You have a home, a family to return to.”


    The statement tore at Isnay’s heart. This man held such a lofty position, yet it seemed to give him no warmth, no degree of respect from those who should love him.


    Isnay was overwhelmed with the speed of what he was feeling, the way he seemed to have a connection to Dransin of such weight that it felt like he had always known him, as if he had just met him again after a long absence. Surely it was not normal to feel like this so swiftly.


    Yet the feeling was fierce and bright, and he had told Dransin the truth. He would have asked to stay in Bhantan to be with the king.


    Dransin gently traced the line of his jaw. His expression softened into something beautiful, gentle. “I hope you are not making a terrible mistake. I think you will find I am not worth your time, once you know me.”


    “I feel like I have known you through a thousand lifetimes. Like I have found you, and I didn’t even know I was searching.” Isnay felt a little giddy, a little terrified, but it was overlaid with determination. “I don’t know where we’re going, but I can’t wait for the journey.”


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran stood off to the side with Cermin as the pavilion was packed away, men moving around them purposely.


    The boy was anxious and happy and just plain confused, his emotions flying all over the place. Zaran had spoken with the king of Bhantan, and permission had been gained for Cermin to travel to Anrodnes and remain there under Zaran’s custody. Thus far, only Zaran and of course Ralnulian knew that the boy was not truly an orphan.


    Now, as they waited for the horses to be brought over and to begin the ride to Ferulum, Cermin could not stop talking. Zaran listened indulgently, inserting a comment here and there to indicate he was listening.


    He scanned the crowd, realizing he was searching for Ralnulian. The man had slipped out earlier that morning without a word, and Zaran was half afraid that he had simply decided to disappear back to wherever he had come from.


    The fact that Hredeen was avoiding the other assassin, his wariness and distrust completely evident, probably did not help the situation in the least, yet Zaran could not imagine Ralnulian giving up so easily. He did not seem the sort who allowed others to push him away if he was determined.


    He craned his neck, then caught sight of the tall assassin wending his way through the organized chaos of the packing. He was leading his own stallion along with another horse, smaller than his own and certainly of a wilder temperament. The animal danced at the end of the lead, wild-eyed, snorting and trying to nip at the other stallion who ignored him with solid patience.


    Cermin finally caught sight of them, and the boy froze. Zaran frowned, eyeing him, wondering whatever could be wrong.


    The boy’s eyes were wide, a look of wonder dawning in his expression.


    “Yancy,” he whispered, then darted forward.


    Ralnulian put up his hand, halting the boy in his tracks and eyeing him sternly. “Is that the way to approach a stallion?”


    Cermin ducked his head but kept his gaze upon the second horse before glancing at Ralnulian anxiously.


    The assassin finally smiled, small and barely there, but a smile all the same. “Thought you might like him back.”


    Cermin’s eyes welled with tears. He took a cautious step and then another, letting the horse snuffle at him. The stallion whickered, low and soft, and nudged his head into Cermin’s chest.


    The boy stroked the fine gray head and looked up at Ralnulian, blinking away moisture. “How?” he questioned softly. “How did you know?”


    Ralnulian laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I knew your grandfather. He told me of you. I heard about Yancy, saw him once, and how the lady who hired you let you manage him. When I saw the horses brought in from the Odenar camp, I happened to see him among them and brought him out.”


    Cermin stared at him, so many emotions mingling within his expression that it was difficult to tell one from the other. Then he threw his arms around Ralnulian, face pressed against his stomach, clutching tightly. It was only a moment, but Zaran saw the painful longing that passed over the assassin’s face, the way his hands lingered over the boy’s shoulders, giving a swift hug permissible between two strangers.


    Cermin took a step back, wiping fiercely at his eyes.


    “I’m sorry I don’t remember you, but thanks, sir.”


    Ralnulian handed over Yancy’s reins. “Take good care of him now.” He sent a glance Zaran’s way. “You might want to ask the prince if there is room for him aboard a ship going to Anrodnes.”


    Cermin threw a desperate look over his shoulder, and Zaran managed a smile, tamping down the way the scene before him had affected him deeply.


    “I am sure we can fit one more horse,” Zaran called to them.


    The way Cermin’s face lit up was a gift all on its own.


    The boy fussed over the horse, and Zaran made his way over to dutifully inspect the new addition. When Ralnulian lifted Cermin into the saddle, the boy looked as if he had been given the world.


    “It is a fine gift,” Zaran murmured as he stood side by side with Ralnulian.


    “It’s his horse. Always has been. Seems right.” The assassin shrugged the praise off, but his lips quirked in a pleased manner.


    “Now that he is safe and coming to Anrodnes, you could tell him the truth.” Zaran managed to keep his tone neutral.


    Ralnulian stiffened ever so slightly, and this time the curl of his lip was something bitter. He turned his head and met Zaran’s calm gaze. “Never. It is better he never know who I am than to have him be cursed by my name. My life is not assured, Your Highness. Especially now that I plan to work actively against the War Guild. His parentage is nothing that will see him respected or let him be free of taint.”


    Zaran would have spoken, but Ralnulian held up a silencing hand.


    “I know, Your Highness, what lies out there. I know what we face. There is nothing in this world that could persuade me that risking him for my own emotional needs is acceptable.” There was a deadness to Ralnulian’s tone, sending a chill down Zaran’s spine. He knew the War Guild was reputed to be terrifying both in the assassins it created and its stealth and reach.


    Only now, hearing the intimate knowledge that lay behind Ralnulian’s words, did Zaran begin to realize what they would be facing. Anrodnes was powerful, her emperor chosen by the gods, but it was reputed that the War Guild had their own divine mentors, those that gave them the visions, the guidance to change fates. They had been formed long ago, another weapon of the empire, yet they had become a mysterious legend over time, with little known of their actions, of what they had become. In the past, they had specialized in infiltration, silent assassinations, even in the heavily guarded fortresses of enemies of the empire.


    Now, if they had truly turned against what they had once protected, they presented a threat that the empire and all its powerful armies had not faced before. A threat that would not be easy to crush. A threat that knew the inner working of the empire far too well.


    Standing beside Ralnulian, feeling the darkness that swept over the other man at even the mention of the War Guild, only then did he have an inkling of the scope of what they were attempting. It had been only a vague concept until this moment.


    “Do you think this is even possible? To stand against them?” He kept his voice low, his expression composed. They had managed to slip a fanatical mage, whose purpose was to steal the Illumitae, into the palace throne room as a Chosen candidate. They had killed one Chosen and nearly taken Taldan down as well.


    “I think it will take a miracle,” Ralnulian replied, arching an eyebrow as he glanced at him.


    Zaran managed a grin. Surprisingly, Ralnulian’s grim reply lifted his spirits. The War Guild might be strong, but so was the empire. Taldan was changing things. Zaran had to make sure he got the chance. “I know an emperor who might be able to find one.”


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    “So, you have reached high,” Raine said to Fagan. “Naral is the companion to the emperor himself.”


    Raine took a spoonful of the rich soup, humming in appreciation of the taste. Certainly, the cuisine within Persis had broadened his experiences. Odenar was sadly lacking in culinary variety, and he discovered a newfound desire to explore tastes and textures of food that had never interested him before.


    Fagan cocked his head, dipping a piece of fragrantly fresh bread into his soup, eyeing Raine with a hint of challenge in his eyes. “Are you saying he should be looking elsewhere?” The edge in the tone held warning.


    Raine shrugged. “I would say you could do better, but then Naral and I have never got along.”


    Fagan snorted out a laugh, causing others in the dining hall to stare and then return to their blatant whispering as they discussed the odd companionship of the Chosen and a street thief.


    “I thought you brought me here to warn me away.” There was curiosity in Fagan’s expression now as he dipped the bread into the soup again and took a massive bite, his eyes widening as he glanced down at the soup. He chewed vigorously and swallowed with a moan of appreciation. “You eat like this all the time?”


    Raine felt a jolt of shame. Fagan was far too thin as far as he could tell.


    No matter what Raine had gone through in his life, the horrors he had endured, he had rarely gone hungry. When he had, it had always been punishment. Fagan, on the other hand, had no choice. There simply was no food unless he stole to gain it.


    He signaled one of the servers to bring more soup and bread and then nudged it toward Fagan, not meeting the other man’s eyes.


    “You’re not to blame for my life, you know.” Fagan sounded remarkably gentle, and when Raine looked up, the little thief’s eyes held no blame, no bitterness or envy.


    “We are all born to a purpose. Our circumstances create us, and it is up to us what to do with it. I choose to believe that the gods made it so I can step beyond myself, help others who have it even worse than me.” He nodded. “I am healthy, I am not addled with opium, I have no attachments that hold me within an abusive relationship of friendship or love.” He glanced meaningfully at Raine. “Yes, I have heard what happened to you in the past, both about your family and that you were once accused of treason. It is the high point of gossip at the moment, both within the palace and out on the streets.”


    Raine groaned, covering his face and feeling his appetite wane.


    A slim hand patted his shoulder. “Let them gossip. They’ll tire soon enough. They search for the new and interesting, and old news fades away.”


    Raine looked up at last, feeling his cheeks heat as he attempted to ignore the people around them who were blatantly staring.


    Fagan, on the other hand, slurped his soup and turned to face their audience, chewing with his mouth open, meeting their horrified gazes with intense interest, tilting his head to eye them as though they were a foreign species, as perhaps they were to him.


    After only a moment, there was not one person who remained staring.


    Fagan grinned, something sharp and satisfied in his expression, before turning back to Raine.


    “Could you come live here, be my aide? Keep me sane?” Raine wanted desperately to possess the self-confidence that Fagan displayed so freely. It was like he had no boundaries, cared for no opinion other than his own. Raine thought wistfully that such a way of life would be remarkably freeing.


    Fagan eyed him, mopping up the last of the soup with a piece of bread, ensuring that every last morsel was scraped from the bowl. He finished it with slow pleasure, then pushed the bowl away, running a hand over his flat stomach and groaning contentedly. “If you pay me in food like this, I’ll do any job you ask of me.”


    Raine grinned. “Don’t undervalue yourself.” His humor died away in seriousness. “Don’t let Naral take advantage of you either.”


    He would have words with the man if even a hint of that came to light.


    Fagan smirked. “So far, I think it is quite the reverse. He doesn’t have the least idea what to do with me yet. I hope he will come to a realization sooner than later.” He shook his head at Raine’s concerned gaze. “I am more than capable of looking after myself. Believe me. There are those who found out to their detriment that I am a scrappy fighter. Some of them didn’t survive the experience.” His smile was full of teeth.


    Raine laughed, he could not help himself. There was something about this man that drew Raine to him, a sense of life and vitality that he had never encountered before.


    He leaned on an elbow, feeling more open and free than he had since arriving in Persis. “Naral does not stand a chance, does he?”


    Fagan winked, then sat back in his chair, replete, eyes half-closed in bliss. “We’ll see. So far, he has shown himself to be true to his word, but with his title and background, he could just as easily prove to be unworthy of my time.”


    Raine grinned, biting back several comments he wished to make, before he shook his head. “Naral and I have had our issues, most of them through misunderstandings, but I know that he is amazingly loyal once he has counted you as one of his own.”


    Fagan mulled the words and nodded as though he would take them into consideration. His narrowed gaze fell upon Raine and seemed to dissect him without effort. Raine couldn’t help but think the thief would be an asset to Isnay in his role as a diplomat. He would find the truth out in mere moments with the way he understood people’s motives to an almost surreal level. No doubt, life on the streets gave him an instinct for such things.


    He held the gaze as well as he could, conceding an amazing amount of trust in this stranger, trust that had been difficult to cling to since his arrival.


    “You have a gentle heart.” Fagan’s tone implied that was not necessarily a compliment. “That will not aid you in this place of half-truths and manipulation.”


    Raine sighed. Even the thief could see to the heart of the matter. He traced through a patch of water upon the tabletop with his fingertip, wondering how much to impart. He held secrets of the empire now. He could not just speak freely and reveal what troubled him most.


    “It is not easy to come from a territory where things are backward and arrive in a world where everything is almost too good, too perfect. I feel like I am living a lie, like reality will return, and I will be back where I came from.”


    “Stop waiting for the axe to fall,” Fagan said. “We never know what is around the corner. It is not for us to ponder or worry about. We only have this moment. We cannot change the past, we cannot do more than slightly influence the future. When we live in the moment, this moment, then we find contentment that cannot be created by chasing perfection. Perfection that does not exist.”


    Raine gave a huff, his lips curling into a smile. “Perhaps I will recommend you as a mind healer. You seem to have the talent to see through a person and delve into their behaviors.”


    Fagan scoffed, folding his arms over his chest. “I just watch. Watch and learn. People’s motivations are all the same, they just have different ways of reaching for them.”


    Raine eyed him, humor fading. “You worry for your friend. The one who is involved in this threat against the emperor.”


    Fagan’s gaze slid away, discomfort rising in his expression. It was clear that he used diversion to keep people away from his deeper feelings and worries, a strategy that clearly served him well.


    “I am. He was a good man once, until he met those who led him down a dark path. Opium doesn’t let go of those it lures in.”


    “The emperor has spoken of the opium problem a little,” Raine offered. “He wishes to find the routes where it enters the city and have them watched to uncover the crime syndicates involved. He knows the results of opium. He has written texts about it. Now healers are trained in what it does to the body and mind and how to treat it.”


    Fagan was silent, staring off blankly for long moments before returning his attention to Raine.


    “One of the things I wish to achieve is to find a way to take what I know of the opium addictions and bring it to those that need it. The hospital the emperor created—it is a good start, but…” His voice trailed off, pain in his eyes. For that moment, he looked older than his years, aged by dark memories.


    Raine was the one to reach out now and gently touch Fagan’s hand. Fagan’s sharp glance told him that the man did not allow such things easily.


    They stared at each other, Raine keeping his hand where it was, seeing what Fagan would allow him to offer.


    Finally, the little thief’s lips quirked up, the cold suspicion in his eyes faded away into something far softer, an almost wondering edge to it. “You’re going to be chewed up here, with a heart like yours.”


    Raine pulled back slowly, giving a resigned nod. “No doubt.” He tilted his head. “With your knowledge of all that happens within the city, will you continue to aid us? There are things—” He cut his words off, cursing his loose tongue.


    Fagan seemed to understand regardless. “I have sworn to Naral to keep my ear to the ground. If there are more strangers within Persis, I will know.” He rose to his feet abruptly, as though his restlessness would not allow him to remain a moment longer. “I have things to do before the sun sets. It was pleasant to meet you, Chosen. You are far more than I would have expected.”


    He swept into a bow before striding off, light on his feet, people watching him go with curiosity and distaste intertwined.


    Raine shook his head. He had the feeling that he had just spent time with the most real person he would ever encounter.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FIVE


     


    Isnay


     


    Isnay was not a man who angered easily. It was part of what made him such a good diplomat—the ability to set aside his personal emotions to reach for whatever goal was needed.


    But after days of travel, they had reached the capital city of Bhantan, and this…


    This made rage rise, his pulse pounding in his ears so that everything had a background roar of the sound within his head.


    He watched and listened with disbelief as though this surely was a nightmare and he would wake, find none of it could possibly be true.


    Yet it was.


    Dransin sat upon his stallion, body relaxed and loose, the only sign of his inner turmoil in the whitened hands that held the reins so tightly that Isnay thought the leather would surely snap.


    They had arrived only half an hour before, finding Ferulum strangely silent, the usual bustle and sense of life absent. They had reached the palace only to find no welcome there.


    Dransin had known what was coming since that first messenger brought word of the inquiry. Isnay had seen the grim slant to the king’s mouth, how his eyes had turned cold and hard.


    They had been denied access to the palace. Guards stood across the access, blocking their advance from the courtyard to the palace doors. The look upon their faces told of indecision and regret, but their orders would have been clear.


    Dransin did not bother to dismount. He simply waited, patient and cold. That surprised Isnay. He had expected a stronger reaction from the fiery king. But Dransin remained motionless, as though carved from stone.


    Isnay longed to go to his side, but Prince Zaran had ridden up beside him and caught his arm before he could urge his horse to the Bhantan king’s side. The prince’s stern glance brought Isnay to his senses.


    This was no time to display his relationship with the king.


    Patience, it seemed, paid off. Several people came out from behind the guards, slipping through their ranks and facing Dransin and his entourage.


    One was the former king of Bhantan. Isnay recognized him from the portraits he had seen within the palace the one and only time he had entered. The other… The woman was young, perhaps five or so years younger than Dransin himself, and their blood ties were obvious in the woman’s face, the similar features softened into feminine beauty. Beautiful perhaps, but there was nothing attractive about her expression. The mixture of pride, malice, and inexperience clear in her eyes made her nothing but distasteful.


    This must be Dransin’s sister. She had chosen her side, it seemed, and it was clearly against her brother. What she hoped to achieve with this move made no sense whatsoever.


    Dransin’s father, Frandil, the former king, leaned on his cane. The look of fond pride so evident when he looked at his daughter slid into something else when he met Dransin’s cool stare.


    “You have been voted out of the throne,” Frandil said. “You have taken things too far—training your companions for war, building needless forts, inciting Odenar into attack. This is the result, as I have warned you so many times. The tragic deaths of the people lie upon your shoulders. I was ashamed of you before, but at this moment, I deny that we share blood.”


    Dransin’s expression remained blank, not a single ripple to show that he was pierced by the words his father had flung at him. His eyebrow rose with calm inquiry.


    Isnay growled beneath his breath, disbelieving. Zaran laid a hand upon his forearm, warning.


    Dransin’s other eyebrow rose to join the first, his air of complete and utter calm not breaking in the least.


    An older man, perhaps one of the former advisors, stood tall beside Frandil and began to fling words laced with spite. “Your foolish warmongering provoked this invasion. If you had not built that fort along the border, none of this would have happened.”


    Dransin burst out laughing, the sound splintering the tense atmosphere into confusion.


    When Dransin at last got himself under a degree of control, he wiped his eyes, his lips twisted into a rueful smile. “That is what you came up with? Out of all this, you managed to imagine that my actions and my actions alone brought about Odenar’s attack? This is the result of your ‘inquiry?’”


    He shook his head and leaned forward in the saddle, his gaze sliding over them and stopping upon the fourth person, a tall man who had remained silent during the proceedings, his dark eyes intense and focused.


    “Lord Poice. I find myself not in the least surprised to see you back.” Dransin grinned, and it held sharp edges. “With your connections to the War Guild, I am not surprised to see you in the midst of this. Did you promise them protection? Vow to let Bhantan keep its independence and its vaunted peace? What was the price?”


    A flash of rage slid across Poice’s expression before it slid away and he was neutral once more. Isnay had not liked the man at first sight. It seemed his intuition held true.


    Dransin sat back in the saddle, eyes half lidded. “Did you ask for nothing more than a place within our capital? A place where you could keep an eye on things and ensure that all within Bhantan are safe while ensuring that the assassins will be welcome?”


    His contemptuous gaze slid to his sister. “Am I to gather from Lord Poice’s sudden presence, Belya, that he has wormed his way into your bed as he attempted before?”


    His sister flushed brightly but said nothing, her chin held high.


    Dransin shook his head, looking back at his father. “You are a foolish old man. No more than that. Never able to listen to others, never able to see beyond your own nose and your pride. You made Bhantan weak and endangered the lives of our people.”


    There was a slight commotion behind Zaran and Isnay. One of the survivors pushed through the horses, coming to stand beside Dransin’s mount, his face pale, his injured arm held tightly against his chest.


    “My lords, my lady. There has to be a mistake. King Dransin came to find us, helped us. He understood what we did not. That the danger from Odenar lay in their greed. Without protection—”


    Frandil held up a hand, halting the survivor’s passionate words. “Has he blinded you too, my good man?” He looked out over the gathering city folk who had crept closer as the confrontation had intensified. “This is how an evil influence spreads, the corrupting words of war, creating strife among us as we struggle to retain our identity, to keep the peace that is our way of life. This is why he must be imprisoned and kept from tainting the people any further.”


    Dransin eyed them all, his gaze roving over the crowd. They were silent, but many turned their eyes away, some with a flush of shame upon their cheeks.


    Isnay swallowed with difficulty, tears rising. How could they do this? How could they turn against the one who had struggled so hard to protect them? How could they betray the king who walked among them instead of living in splendid isolation as his title could grant him?


    Zaran urged his horse forward until he came up beside Dransin, his face drawn into cold, frightening lines. Obviously, the time for discretion was over.


    Frandil shrank back from the imperial prince, making a sign against evil.


    Belya raised her hands and cried out, “Here it is! Dransin has embraced the evil that is Anrodnes! This is what would have overcome us if we had not acted in your interests!”


    Dransin held up a hand and all fell silent, a display of his power that seemed ironic in the present circumstances.


    “The so-called ‘evil’ is what stopped Odenar before they could cause any more horror than they already had. This man, Imperial Prince Zaran, is due our deepest thanks and respect, not our condemnation. But that is not the purpose of this farce, is it?” His scathing glance ran over Poice, who stared at Zaran with darkness in his eyes. Dransin sat up in the saddle, proud and straight, his gaze fixed upon his father and his sister. “Enjoy your triumph, for as short as it lasts. You will find out, far too late, what this will cost you all.”


    “You threaten us?” Belya hissed.


    “I don’t need to. You are your own destruction. As to imprisonment, you are not courageous enough to hold me. I willingly leave my crown and this land behind.” He turned his stallion and simply rode away.


    Zaran stayed motionless upon his mount, meeting the gaze of each of the four. One by one, they lowered their eyes, fear evident in their expressions. Last of all, he looked upon Poice, staring intensely, as though taking in every detail of the other man. Judging him and finding him sadly wanting.


    At last, even the War Guild representative looked away.


    “You are fools. The most dangerous of leaders.” Zaran let his gaze flow out over the watching people. “I pray that you realize the truth before it is too late. The War Guild is no savior. They simply have the cunning to move quietly into their goal. They are no friends of Bhantan. If you claim to love peace, then you are utter fools to believe the War Guild will bring it when their very name should offend you.” He inclined his head to the watchers, not to the former king and soon-to-be queen. “Anrodnes will take in your king gladly as a free man. The gods will not have mercy on those who have turned against a good man and a worthy leader to listen to those who spew dangerous lies. I believe you will look back and rue this day soon. Very, very soon.”


    He turned his mount and rode after Dransin. The entourage turned one by one and followed in silence.


    Isnay was one of them, shock and rage twining in place. He wanted to spit on the ground in front of them, wanted to express his fury and disbelief in some epic manner. But feeling the press of stupidity that surrounded them, he gave in to superiority and simply followed his prince in frigid silence.


     


    * * *


     


    Dransin


     


    Dransin rode through the city with Prince Zaran at his side, eyes fixed upon the empty streets, the visible sign of his exile.


    Shock wove through his thoughts, so that everything felt slow and vague.


    He had known. Had seen the signs grow since his crowning. The remarkable thing was only that his father and his sister had not come up with a way to do this before now, before he had had any power at all. Though certainly, the circumstances had come together to do their job for them. They had simply used what was happening as their sword.


    He let his gaze rove over the brightly colored houses, the view of the harbor so beautiful from this vantage point.


    It came to him then. This was the last time he would be within his birthplace, the last time he would see any of this.


    He drank it in greedily then, every detail that would have to suffice for the rest of his days.


    Despite his suspicions, it was difficult to believe that this day had actually come. Some part of him had believed, despite everything, that his family held a tiny link of blood and bond with him. That they cared for him, if even only a little.


    The proof otherwise destroyed even those fragile threads.


    The docks held a plethora of newly arrived Anrodnes ships, unloading yet more supplies. The job was clearly almost complete, though the crews of those ships had had to unload everything themselves, obviously without the slightest aid from anyone of Bhantan.


    The men looked up, eyes brightening as they caught sight of their prince riding at Dransin’s side.


    The respect they showed him made something within Dransin break apart. Zaran exemplified what it was to be royal. Dransin had never possessed that.


    Perhaps, in some ways, it was good that he was dispossessed and no longer at the helm of a kingdom. What had he done that had ever been worthy of a king?


    He dismounted without his usual grace.


    His companions followed suit. As a group, they came to stand before him. His closest friend, Olre, eyed him with clear concern. “We are coming with you. Some of us now, those with families will follow.”


    Dransin shook off his numbness. “You are not obliged to come. This is your country, my friends. There is nothing you have promised that means you have to—”


    “Decency? Friendship? Love? Do you truly think that we would remain here, among those who have done this to you? This is not a place I want to raise children. There is no pride in what will happen here. This might be my country, but my home will always be with you.”


    Dransin sucked in a sharp breath, almost undone, so that he had to close his eyes, struggle for control. When he could meet Olre’s eyes once more, the wetness in his own was mirrored by several of the companions as well.


    “You are our king. You always will be, no matter the circumstances we find within Anrodnes. We would follow you anywhere.”


    Dransin choked out a bitter laugh. “A man with no country is not a king.”


    “You will always be a king to us.” The quiet words were followed by Olre going to one knee, fist against his heart. The rest of the companions followed suit. Dransin gave a choking sound, urging them up.


    They stayed bowed, though, determined to honor him. He glanced helplessly at Isnay, who had been watching from close by. The emotion in the other man’s expression did nothing to help Dransin control his own feelings.


    Holding his gaze, Isnay stepped forward, pulling him into a strong hug, holding him tightly. The embrace was soon compounded by all the companions moving close to touch, to whisper to him, the support overwhelming.


    Dransin let the tears fall, safe in Isnay’s arms, surrounded by those who loved and understood him.


     


    * * *


     


    Isnay


     


    The day was sliding into late afternoon by the time they were ready to embark upon the ships, everything finally stowed and secured.


    Isnay watched Dransin trail toward them, looking exhausted and worn, his companions keeping close, Olre keeping a sharp gaze trained upon his king, concern in his expression.


    He met those beautiful eyes with a question in his own. The king came directly to him, wrapping an arm around him and pulling him close, obviously not caring in the least who saw them. Something had changed between them. When Isnay had held him earlier, he had felt the strong emotions threatening to break the calm Dransin was trying to show. He had done all he could to support the man. A king who would remain a king in his eyes, no matter what.


    Isnay returned the gesture, feeling his nerves settle and the anger die down into manageable proportions. Dransin didn’t need more anger. He needed support, signs that he was cared for, in all the ways that his family had not managed to supply.


    “I guess we’ll be together in Anrodnes after all.” Dransin strove for lightness, even as his voice cracked.


    “I guess so.” Isnay reached up and stroked his hand gently over a prominent cheekbone. The man had become far too thin even in this short time. He would need care and coaxing to build himself up again, where safety was assured and comfort would come in time. “I can’t say it will be a hardship in my view.”


    Dransin snorted. “Perhaps wait before you state that. I can be a bear to live with.”


    “I’ve always liked bears.”


    Dransin shook his head, faint humor lighting his reddened eyes. “You are impossibly positive.”


    “You are impossibly negative. Between us, we’ll be perfect.”


    The companions parted, guiding a man through their ranks. It was the farmer who had stood up for Dransin, the lone voice from the people.


    Dransin smiled at him, gestured him forward to lay a hand upon his shoulder. “My thanks for your words. They were kind.”


    “Your Majesty, they were true.” The man looked determined. “I am Xaswan, and I respectfully ask to accompany you to Anrodnes, or wherever you might go.”


    Dransin blinked. “I don’t think you will face any reprisals here…”


    “That is not my concern, my lord. My family is dead. I no longer wish to live within a country that holds their people’s lives so cheaply. We know what you were trying to achieve. We agreed with it. There are fifteen of us who wish to follow you, if you will allow.” There were quiet pride and deep determination within that steady gaze.


    He sank to one knee and gazed up into Dransin’s shocked eyes without the slightest hint of doubt in his own.


    “Please, Your Majesty, grant us this.”


    Dransin leaned down and grasped his arm, drawing him up. “Do not kneel to me. In this moment, we are man to man.” He held out a hand.


    The farmer eyed it, surprise and pleasure evident in his expression, before he hesitantly took the hand. They shook on it, a deal, a promise, respect between them.


    Isnay rubbed his eyebrow, multiple worries rising to dampen his determined cheer. He had absolutely no idea how Emperor Taldan was going to react to this chain of events, or even how he would treat King Dransin once he arrived. He had offered Dransin a place, but in the end, he was not the one to make the final decision.


    If Dransin was not accepted or treated as less than a king, then where would that leave him? For the first time, he had found something, someone who meant more to him than his position as diplomat, more than…


    He drew a shuddering breath. If Dransin could not remain within Anrodnes, Isnay was afraid that neither could he.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER SIX


     


    Raine


     


    Raine found Taldan in the tallest tower of the palace complex where it overlooked the harbor.


    The emperor, his mask disguising any emotions he might be feeling, leaned against the window embrasure, staring out across the waves. It was stormy that day, the waves high, white caps showing far out into the bay.


    He passed Taldan, deciding to leave him in peace. Through their link, he could feel Taldan struggling to keep his emotions under control, his thoughts on Hredeen. But the ocean seemed to soothe him a little, and Raine would not interrupt that.


    Instead, Raine stepped out onto the walkway that ran the entire way around the tower. The wind tore at his hair, and he closed his eyes against the force, enjoying the wildness, letting it cleanse away the dread that had taken possession of his thoughts and senses over the past days. The metal rail that ran the length of the ledge was cold against his thighs as he leaned against it, letting the wind buffet him, his body rocking with the might of it.


    He opened his eyes, glancing down. Far down. The tower was the tallest point upon the fortress, which was itself perched upon the rock formation that overlooked the city. The waves were far, far below. Seagulls rode the air, playing within the maelstrom as though they were part of it with nothing to fear.


    He watched them, envying their effortless grace. Their freedom.


    An impulse took hold of him, and he spread his arms, feeling the force of the gusts take hold of him, rock him sideways as the air roared past the solid bastion of the tower.


    It was glorious.


    A hand grabbed his arm, yanked him backward and into the tower room before he could blink.


    He stumbled up against Taldan, breathless and shocked.


    The emperor had ripped off his mask and glared at him. “Are you trying to kill yourself? The wind could have whisked you off there in a heartbeat! Then you play with it? What’s gotten into you?” There was raw anger in his tone, but true concern in his eyes.


    Not for the first time, Raine wondered how to move past Taldan’s upbringing that left him unable to work through emotional issues. He might be beyond brilliant in most every other way, but in this matter, he was crippled.


    He winced at the force of the grip. “Fine. I’m safe now. Please, let go.”


    There was something hard and fierce in Taldan’s stare, and it made Raine uneasy.


    “Taldan?”


    The emperor blinked, and the feral expression slowly faded away. He looked at Raine, seeing the pain on his face, then seemed to realize the harsh grip he still had on Raine’s arm. He released it immediately, a faint look of horror flashing across his face. He stepped back and ran a hand through his hair.


    Raine eyed him. “You need to decide how you will react when he arrives. You are worsening day by day. Remember, I can feel the link. Whatever this is, this obsession, I don’t believe it is you. A memory from the past perhaps, but not you.”


    Taldan whirled on his heel, staring incredulously at him.


    Raine refused to be cowed. “What you feel is too volatile to leave unchecked. If you wish to present the front of an emperor in complete control of himself and all those around you, then you need to have a plan ahead of time.”


    Taldan’s jaw clenched, then he paced across the tower room and back, hands clenching and unclenching as he went.


    Raine watched warily but refused to leave. This needed to be dealt with. Now. Not on the day that Hredeen set foot in Persis once more. Taldan would never forgive himself if he made a scene and broke the cold silence that had characterized the Anrodnes Emperors for thousands of years.


    At last, Taldan stopped, the anger sliding into something uncertain. It was strange to witness when Taldan was so self-contained, so quietly confident.


    He ran his fingers into his hair again, and this time, he gripped the strands tightly, meeting Raine’s gaze squarely.


    “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know how to approach this or how I should respond. I hurt him so badly. If there was never anything true in what was between us, then perhaps he will not show the slightest interest in remaining here. Zaran says he had persuaded him to come, to work with us against the War Guild. That does not sound like he had the least desire to come back of his own accord.”


    Raine leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “You exiled him. I think he believed you. For all that you are uncertain of his motives and thoughts, so too is he uncertain of yours.”


    Taldan seemed startled, as though he had not thought of such a thing. Hredeen had never seemed to be uncertain when Raine had seen him, but had that, like his identity, been hidden?


    Raine sighed, walking over and taking Taldan’s face in his hands.


    “You need to take this slowly, carefully. It will not come together in a day, or even a week. Ease through it.” He patted a lean cheek. “Do not be bullish.”


    Taldan snorted, a hint of humor in his expression, a sense that he had fully come back to himself.


    “Me? Bullish? Never.”


    Raine raised a skeptical eyebrow, but his lips curved in answer.


    He took the emperor’s gloved hand as Taldan slid the mask back on. “Come. I think a long hot soak in the baths would brighten your outlook.”


    Taldan drew him close. “I will never hurt you, Raine. I could not. I don’t know what came over me, but it won’t control me. I know it’s there now.”


    Raine nodded, but his chest was tight. “Remember that when I stand between you and Hredeen to save either one of you.”


     


    * * *


     


    Naral


     


    Naral eyed the two prisoners. Whatever the Shadows had done, the men were blank-eyed, loose-limbed, not at all in control of their minds.


    He shivered. He had seen the Shadows do their magic more than once, and their casual power to influence minds always chilled him. It made him question why the Shadows served the emperor when they could so easily control him instead.


    It was not a pleasant thought. He could only pray that the gods held them in check, that they would not in time, become as twisted as the War Guild had. But then, perhaps the Illumitae shielded the emperors and their Chosen from the magic of the Shadows, balancing their powers out.


    It was rumored that the Shadows and the War Guild had once been of a common purpose, but long ago, out of memory, they had separated into different factions, with different beliefs of how to keep peace.


    The Shadows had become the protectors, the guardians of the empire’s peace and order. The War Guild had become the assassins, the sword used to strike down the empire’s enemies. But now that sword had turned against them.


    “Permission to read the prisoner, my lord?” The Shadow before him wore the black crest upon his robes, the sign of an interrogator.


    Naral nodded, taking a deep breath to bolster his courage. It was never easy to see a man’s mind searched. It did terrible things and sometimes could not be erased. Sometimes the person could not be released afterward.


    If it were not so imperative that they know what was happening and uncover any hidden threats to the emperor, Naral would not have permitted it.


    The Shadow seated himself before the first man, who was very slim, with close-shaved hair that seemed wildly out of place within Persis. His face was broad, his mouth fixed in a permanent sneer. It was a wonder he had not been noted before Fagan found him. He was so different, obviously not local. It was only within the dark spaces of Rivergate that he could possibly have hidden.


    He sighed a little, crossing his arms over his chest. Those of Rivergate would accept a perfect stranger it seemed, yet refuse aid from their own people. It made no sense.


    Yet Fagan seemed to understand. He accepted Naral, and to a degree, his world. No wonder the gods had sent him into Naral’s life. He was the missing piece in their little group, the one who could link them with the underbelly of society.


    This was their first chance to peel apart the War Guild’s scheme, all thanks to a hungry thief with an impish smile. It made one appreciate the gods’ machinations.


    The Shadow reached out and gently touched the man’s temples, and his extraordinarily long fingers arched in place. He closed his eyes and silence fell.


    Naral stood beside another Shadow, appreciating the man’s calm, stoic demeanor that helped Naral endure this distasteful task.


    The Shadow sucked in a breath, then slowly let it out, his eyes opening slowly. He met Naral’s stare. “They are part of a plot against the emperor. He has a strong mind and is fighting me to hide his memories. I can push deeper, but the man may not survive.”


    “It is certain that he is part of it?”


    The Shadow nodded.


    Naral curled his lip. “Then search further. With your testimony, he would be executed regardless. Let his death at least be of some use.”


    The Shadow turned back to the prisoner, and something in his manner had shifted, a cold edge to his expression as he resumed the touch.


    The man shifted suddenly, rather like a puppet come to life, before his eyes flew open and a hoarse, jagged-edged scream erupted from his lips.


    Naral stood watch, no mercy in his heart or mind. With proof these men had been involved, any compassion he had within him had fled. The emperors were not the only ones who could be merciless. Those who protected them could be doubly so.


    The Shadow finally released his grip, leaning back and drawing in a slow, measured breath before he glanced at Naral. There was an anger about him now, and gone was the calm he had displayed just moments ago.


    “Valsen was sent, as the greatest mage Julne possessed, to steal the Illumitae during the ceremony, to force it into himself so that he could gain the strength and power of the emperor." There was cold distaste in the Shadow’s tone. "As far as I can detect, there was no intent to kill Taldan at that time, but in their eyes, they would not need to, his power would be stripped away, and they would then rule.”


    Naral snarled softly. He remembered the horrific scene within the throne room all too well. "They seem to have little to any understanding of what the Illumitae actually is. They certainly don't know that Taldan and those of the royal line are the only ones who could possibly contain the Illumitae within them." He shook his head, attempting to contain the rage that wanted to flow freely. "Antan died. Taldan was almost destroyed. All for something that could not possibly happen the way they wanted." His eyes narrowed. "Is there more? Anything at all that might implicate the War Guild?"


    The Shadow was silent for a moment, as though mentally reviewing what he had detected. "I felt influence, but it was subtle, barely there. I believe that perhaps those of Julne already held this belief that the Illumitae would give them incredible power. Whoever nudged them further in that was good, very good. They left hardly a trace."


    He turned his head and met Naral eye to eye. "The War Guild and my people, the Shadows, have not had any contact for hundreds of years. Our views and our purpose were quite different even in the beginning. Yet I felt something, a whisper of energy. I cannot be sure at this point, my lord, but I would lean toward believing that the War Guild had a hand in this. And they will try again."

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


    Hredeen


     


    The winds were steady, and the ship rose on the gentle swells, spray occasionally making its way onto the deck over the prow.


    Hredeen lifted his face, licking the saltwater from his lips, loving the sense of freedom that the sea provided. There was something about being far from shore with nothing but ocean for miles in any direction, feeling small in the expanse of sky and water. It eased him, made it so his troubles seemed so small in the greater scheme of things.


    He shook his head at his own fancies. Once he reached the shores of Anrodnes, his troubles would come back stronger than ever.


    For now, he was content, leaving himself in the moment. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but at this precise time, things were good.


    He felt Ralnulian before he saw him, a link that provided far more proof of their bond of bloodline than anything else.


    He did not turn to face Ralnulian. He simply leaned against the ratlines and relaxed his body into something that was not threatening.


    Ralnulian understood his body language. He passed Hredeen, crossing to lean against the railing, large hands curling around the wood, the scarred side of his face vivid in the bright sunlight.


    Hredeen eyed the scars, feeling something within him twist at the sight of them. Ralnulian’s stark words, the base description of what he had undergone at a madman’s hands had been far too brief, just skimming over the details for the length of time he had suffered.


    He had seen the man without his shirt just yesterday as he washed himself from a bucket after they had held a lengthy practice session upon the deck. Ralnulian’s back was a mass of scar tissue, gnarled and twisted, layer upon layer of torture evident. He had neither hidden the scars nor seemed to care in the least if others saw them, but Hredeen had seen Zaran’s shocked expression from where the prince had been watching from the quarterdeck.


    There had been a moment of sympathy in Zaran’s eyes before he turned away as though to give Ralnulian respectful space. There was something between these two that Hredeen could not quite pinpoint. Whatever it was did not seem to be a physical attraction, not precisely, but more an intense awareness of each other.


    He frowned, concerned. Ralnulian had already freely stated that he had no future and had abandoned those in the past because of his background. Hredeen had no wish to see the youngest prince suffer the same fate.


    For now, Ralnulian eyed him, then returned his attention to the sea, his gaze far away and calm as it so often was.


    Hredeen often mused how it was possible for the man to be the picture of contentment when his life had been nothing but pain. It denoted a strength that he wished he himself could possess. If indeed Ralnulian was his brother, as now seemed likely, then Hredeen had not inherited his sibling’s strength of will.


    Sibling. Brother. Those words seemed so foreign, so strange in his thoughts. He had always been alone. The faint memories of an earlier time had been beaten out of him until there was nothing but obedience and a numb acceptance.


    Acceptance that had been sundered by eight years of Taldan.


    He squeezed his eyes shut, searching for anything that would see him through the coming confrontation.


    And it would be a confrontation, he could almost taste the certainty. It would not be a reunion, but something far more tense and possibly destructive. Whatever had risen within Taldan on that day, the way he had taken the betrayal, would no doubt still be present. Whether it was Taldan himself or a sliver of something he had inherited with the Illumitae was hard to say.


    Either way, Hredeen was dreading what was to come. He could not control what Taldan would do or say. He could only gather himself into a preparedness that would keep him calm and non-confrontational. He would not escalate the situation. That was all he could give to the man he loved so dearly.


    Ralnulian turned to face him, so at ease with the ship’s movements that Hredeen knew he had to have spent a great deal of time upon the ocean. Perhaps that was where he had hidden down through the years, away from land, away from the War Guild’s detection.


    The unblemished side of the tall assassin’s face showed how handsome he would have been. It gave Hredeen a sense of how similar they would have looked if their fates had been different, if they had remained within a family and grown up as normal men.


    It made a spike of grief stab through him for something that had happened long, long ago and was not in the least changeable. They were who they had been made into. Yet Ralnulian had become something more, something more powerful and yet calm, controlled. It was as though he had taken his experiences and had woven them into a shield around him. Lifted himself above all that had happened and stood tall.


    Hredeen admired him, even if he could not emulate him.


    Instead, Hredeen felt like all the weight of the past pressed upon him, crushing him. For eight years, it was like he had lived in a dream where the past had no ability to control him. He had become something quite different, had gained a sense of self that he now realized could not be stuffed back down into hiding.


    As he had realized earlier, he had become someone that the War Guild would have to destroy.


    “My last name. It is a fabrication, isn’t it?” His voice cracked slightly.


    Ralnulian was silent for a moment, before nodding. “You were born a Kasmatin. Still, I am glad it was changed. The why and the how do not matter, but I believe that it kept you safe. Whether it was for a good purpose, or something evil, I thank the one who did so.”


    “Kasmatin.” Hredeen tried the name on his tongue, attempting to find the smallest connection to it. There was nothing.


    “Do you remember anything of home, of our mother?”


    The quiet question jarred him back into reality. “I remember being taken. Of darkness and fear and crying in a cell. Beyond that. Nothing.”


    Ralnulian nodded, turning to face Hredeen, his gaze searching. “I remember everything. That is the cruelest part of all. Despite all they did, those memories could not be beaten out of me. I was too old to forget.”


    Hredeen drew a deep breath, giving himself leave to feel, to understand the grief that welled within him.


    Ralnulian’s voice was soft. “We lived on the edge of a vast forest. I do not know where. I don’t remember any names or any features that might tell me where it was. I have searched…” He shook his head ruefully. “Regardless, I have not found it. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. I don’t devote myself to it.” He glanced up at the wind-filled sails with a faraway look in his eyes. “That way leads to madness.”


    Hredeen nodded, not knowing what to say.


    “I remember bits and pieces, flashes of our mother’s face, the sound of her voice. She was beautiful, that much I do know.” Ralnulian smiled, his glance encompassing Hredeen. “You have her features, the line of her face, her eyes. That was how I knew who you had to be.”


    “I don’t know how to be a brother,” Hredeen burst out, feeling useless, like he could not give this man what he needed.


    “That’s all right. Neither do I.” There was a glint of humor in Ralnulian’s beautiful hazel eyes. “I don’t expect anything at all, Hredeen. You don’t have to do or be anything but yourself.”


    “I feel drawn to you,” Hredeen whispered reluctantly. “I don’t understand it, but it is strong.”


    “Brother to brother. That’s the way it should be.” Ralnulian nodded.


    “Do you remember anything else of our home?” Hredeen wasn’t sure he wanted to know, to create a link between the mysterious, forgotten place and his thoughts. He already had enough regrets of the past.


    “There is one particularly strong memory,” the tall assassin mused. “We were happy. I see a picture of our mother holding you. You were very young. We were at a celebration. There were flags in the marketplace, people laughing and dancing.”


    “A celebration? Of what?” Perhaps that was the key to discovering where it had been.


    He felt his heart sink when Ralnulian shook his head. “I had thought of that, but it is nothing specific. I believe that it was a bonding ceremony. I remember the drums most of all.”


    Hredeen cocked his head, frowning. “Why drums specifically?”


    “There are snatches of images, but most of all, the end of the ceremony, where the couple danced in the rain, a beautiful, complex dance and their feet moved to the beat of drums. I can’t explain what I saw, but it was sublime, almost as though the gods danced with them, as though there truly was a blessing within the ceremony. I was fascinated and found myself dancing beside our mother, who laughed and stroked my hair…” He cut off, blinking hard and half turned away.


    Hredeen felt his chest ache for the man. His brother. It was real suddenly, as real as the memories that assaulted Ralnulian. There had been a family, and he had been part of it.


    A surge of rage overwhelmed him. What right had the War Guild to tear them apart, to take children from their homes and destroy any links to what had been a happy life? It was said that most of the children were bought from poor parents, but in his case and certainly in Ralnulian’s they had been snatched away to a future that no child should have to endure.


    His fear of the War Guild, under the conditioning they had subjected him to, was turning to something else entirely. Something far darker.


    “Don’t hate.” Ralnulian’s calm voice drew him back from the spate of anger. “It eats away at you like acid and leaves you scarred more than you were before. Hate is a corrosive entity that overwhelms you, holds you tight, eats at you until there is nothing good left. It simply means that the one who promoted the hate in the first place wins.” He turned his gaze upon Hredeen. “I will not let them win.”


    Hredeen sucked in a harsh breath, nodding, feeling the truth of that as he let the newfound hatred slide away where it could not touch him, change him for the worse.


    “Take what was done to you and turn it into iron. Determination. Strength. All the positive things that they sought to eradicate from us. They did not succeed, did they? Both of us still have those qualities. We are not broken, brother, we are merely bruised. Bruises heal in time.”


    Hredeen wished he held half of the calm that Ralnulian exuded.


    Ralnulian had returned his gaze to the sea, hazel eyes calm and sure.


    There was something in that profile, something...


    "Cermin is your son," Hredeen said softly. He’d had his suspicions, but watching Ralnulian with the boy earlier, and now seeing the similarities in their profiles, left no doubt in the matter. "So if you are my brother, then Cermin is my nephew. No wonder I felt so protective of him." He let out a huff, folding his arms over his chest. "I have trouble believing in what you have said, but..." He shook his head. "Something about it feels real, feels right."


    Ralnulian returned his gaze to Hredeen. He nodded, a smile tilting his lips. "I feel the same." The smile slowly faded, a sadness rolling over him. "Cermin might be my son, but please, do not ever tell him. Don't betray my confidence. You know the reasons I cannot claim him. You, above all, should understand."


    Hredeen wanted to protest, but he did understand, all too well. At this point, there was no other path. As to the future...


    He gave a sharp-edged grin. "As brothers, together we can stand against the War Guild, rewrite all that they tortured into us. Perhaps, brother, we can create a different path for your future—and that of Cermin."


    Ralnulian held out a hand. After a moment, Hredeen reached out so that they grasped each other's forearm, a gesture of warriors, of kin.


    Ralnulian gave a harsh laugh. "If the gods will it, then two such as us might be the very thing to bring the War Guild to its knees."


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran could hardly contain his excitement. He felt like a little child on celebration days, impatient for proceedings to begin.


    He was home. Actually home in Persis. His eyes drank in the sight of the city laid out before them as the ship neared the docks.


    Soon.


    He had never left before, never had to face the things he had and return with them upon his shoulders. The sight of his homeland brought a spate of emotions that he could not begin to sort through.


    He started, then laughed out loud as a firework sang upward before exploding in myriad colors over the harbor. Then more, and more.


    There were exclamations from those around him, but his attention was all on the greeting that someone had prepared.


    Faintly, he could hear shouts from the docks echoing over the water. As they drew closer, he could see crowds of people lining the harbor walls, cheering, waving. Flags were flying on the many houses that overlooked the sea. It brought tears to his eyes, tears that he fought back, ashamed.


    He was a prince of Anrodnes. Princes didn’t cry.


    There was a press of warmth along both sides of him. Hredeen on his left, Ralnulian on his right. Isnay and King Dransin stood nearby at the bow. Moments later, Cermin slipped under Hredeen’s arm and leaned against the assassin, his face alight with curiosity and wonder. No doubt, even fireworks had been banned within Bhantan for their likeness to the sounds of war.


    Zaran snorted disdainfully before tousling Cermin’s hair playfully.


    The boy scowled for a second but then oohed as another firework burst over their heads, trails of bright sparks showering down.


    Zaran couldn’t wait to show him how much more beautiful they would be at night.


    Hredeen and Ralnulian stood solidly, no expression on their faces but an undercurrent of tension in them both as they watched the commotion. Yet, they still stood beside him to offer him support in whatever way he was willing to accept.


    It made the tears harder to control. Even more so because he knew how difficult this return was for Hredeen. It meant much to have his friend by his side once again.


    Damn it. He wiped his eyes briskly before drawing a deep, restorative breath. He needed to be in control. The people couldn’t see him like this.


    “Well. Look who has come out to greet us,” Hredeen murmured, amusement in his tone and some of his tension leaving him.


    Zaran glanced at him questioningly, then looked where the assassin pointed.


    On the dock closest to them, the one they would most likely be landing at, a small figure was jumping up and down, waving frenetically. Beside him, another man stood with folded arms and a scowl as he watched his companion with annoyance. Raine and Naral. Zaran couldn’t help his grin.


    “Naral is his old self I see,” Hredeen commented dryly. “Like his face will break if he smiles. No wonder they chose him to be Taldan’s…” He broke off, eyes shadowing when he spoke the emperor’s name.


    Zaran nudged him, a grin on his own face that he could not control, eager to distract his friend.


    “Obviously, there has been no miracle. He obviously is just as miffed at Raine as he was before.”


    Just as obviously, Raine had ceased to care, because he didn’t even glance at his surly companion but continued to leap up and down, waving frenetically, as though he feared they would lose their way in the last hundred feet or so.


    A broad smile wreathed the Chosen’s face. He was scanning the incoming ship keenly until he caught sight of Isnay and the jumping became even more pronounced.


    Isnay laughed, not leaving Dransin’s side, but waving back wildly.


    Ralnulian sent a questioning glance Hredeen’s way. “I thought you said that things were rigid within the royal court?”


    The former concubine shook his head ruefully, his own mood seeming to lighten as Naral spied both him and Zaran and started his own waving campaign.


    It was obviously a welcome far warmer than he would have expected.


    Zaran saw Hredeen glance up at the fortress that loomed over the harbor, his expression wreathed in longing. Zaran held his own worries in silence, not willing to break his friend’s contemplations. No doubt, those thoughts were similar to Zaran’s own.


    There had not been enough time for Taldan to come to terms with things.


    Zaran elbowed him sharply, making Hredeen suck in a startled breath. He rubbed his ribs ruefully, sending a glare his prince’s way.


    “Stop creating scenarios in your head. You’ll just make yourself a mess.” Zaran unbent enough to wave to the crowds, who immediately let out exuberant cheers. “You helped stop the war. This is as much your celebration as anyone else’s.”


    Hredeen grunted in reply, though Zaran felt smug in that he was damnably right in the matter.


    The ship, sails now stowed, met the boats that would guide her to her place. Lines were attached, and the men in the small boats rowed with a will, laughing and shouting greetings to the sailors and anyone else who was leaning over the railing.


    They glided into place, hitting the large woven rope fenders on the dock softly as lines were thrown down. Willing hands caught the ropes, wrapping them around the massive cleats that held them firmly.


     


     


    Hredeen


     


    They were home.


    Zaran practically vibrated with restrained excitement, and Hredeen held firmly to his elbow when it seemed like the prince just might be rash enough to leap over the side, forgoing the gangplank that was being set up agonizingly slowly.


    When at last it was secured, Zaran grabbed Hredeen’s hand in his and stalked off the ship at a pace that was not quite a run, but certainly not a dignified speed for a prince. Hredeen could not help laughing. Behind them, Ralnulian had Cermin in hand, keeping the boy from falling off the gangplank as he craned his neck to see everything at once.


    The Shadows followed, then Isnay and Dransin together, the diplomat winding his arm through the king’s and leading him forward.


    King Dransin’s expression was anything but enthused. There was a grim tightness about his mouth that clearly stated he was not happy at setting foot on Anrodnes soil.


    Hredeen felt empathy for the man, though at least Dransin had a home to lose. Hredeen had no memories of his home. He saw the pain it caused Ralnulian, and that was old and faded with time. Dransin’s devastation was only beginning. The truth of it all would not have sunk in yet.


    Hredeen hoped fervently that the king, a worthy man from everything he had seen and heard, found a place here, just as Hredeen had so long ago. He couldn’t help but wonder how King Dransin would get along with Emperor Taldan. In some ways, they were remarkably similar in their drive to protect their people, to create a better world. Yet Taldan had had all the resources to hand, and Dransin had had nothing at all. Taldan had the support of his people; Dransin’s people had turned on him and exiled him.


    They might find common ground. Taldan had always appreciated those who got to the point. Certainly, if nothing else, Dransin was to the point.


    Painfully so at times.


    He brought his attention back as Zaran tugged harder, towing him along briskly.


    Naral was striding toward them, face alight, his eyes fixed upon Zaran, and there were tears visible. Whatever else this time apart had done, it had certainly brought people to a greater understanding of what was important. Of who was important.


    The next instant, Zaran was swept up into a massive hug and lifted clear off his feet.


    Hredeen bit back a smile at the prince’s outraged cry.


    “For the gods’ sake, Naral! Have some decorum!”


    His attention veered as he sensed a strong presence before him, watching him intently.


    Raine stood silent on the dock now, his previously flamboyant energy tucked away, his face blank and still as he locked gazes with Hredeen.


    They stood in tableau before Raine stepped cautiously closer. There were many emotions behind those green eyes. Fear, determination, compassion, all twined together to make the man Raine was.


    The sense of his talent was stronger now, edged with an energy that Hredeen could only assume was the Illumitae. The link between Taldan and his Chosen. A link he would never know.


    A pain rose in Hredeen’s chest, and he pressed his hand against it mindlessly, finding himself lost for words and unable to bring back the persona that had held so much confidence here, that had felt at home, who had reigned supreme in the harem.


    Raine’s lips twisted. “Would it be permissible to give you a hug of welcome?”


    Hredeen’s eyes widened, taken aback by the sweet nature of the request. At the moment, Raine held all the power. He could treat Hredeen badly, snub him, make it very clear who was the Chosen and who was not. There were crowds of people watching. He could make his point without real effort. Yet here he was, offering an olive branch that Hredeen would never have expected.


    He had been right. Raine was the one Taldan had needed as Chosen.


    He swallowed hard, then nodded.


    Raine enclosed him in a gentle hold as though he were precious, welcomed.


    Hredeen chose to believe the lie, his own arms wrapping around the Chosen. Let people believe what they wanted. This was between them.


    His breath hitched, and he fought for composure. He needed all his strength right now to remain impassive and for the torturous trek up to the palace, where people along the route would make sure to show their displeasure at his duplicity. His betrayal.


    Still, he found he could not let go of Raine, his fingers curling into the younger man’s tunic and holding tightly, face buried against fragrant curls.


    “This is your home,” Raine whispered softly, tears in his voice.


    “How can you welcome me? I have never done anything in the least for you.”


    Raine took his shoulders and moved him back until they were face to face. “I know a good man when I meet one. You would do anything for the empire, for Taldan. I love him too. We do not need to be at odds for that.”


    Hredeen blinked swiftly, chasing away the annoying moisture that kept welling in his eyes.


    “You are a remarkable person, Raine. I was right to envision you as the Chosen. I deeply regret the manner of Andan’s death during the ceremony, but I cannot regret your choosing.”


    Something flickered within Raine’s expression. A ripple of unease as though there were something about being Chosen that could change…


    It was gone before Hredeen could chase it down.


    It must be that Raine feared Hredeen could interfere with the bond, now that he had returned. But if that were the case, why would Raine greet him wholeheartedly? There was nothing of a lie in his expression, in his manner.


    He put the matter away. Only with time would Raine realize that Hredeen was no threat at all.


    He had come to give aid to the man he loved.


    It didn’t mean he was staying.


    They left the harbor docks behind, and he tensed, prepared as they reached the first of the gathered crowd, noisy in their celebration. He had kept his eyes slightly lowered, not wanting to meet the hostility he was sure to encounter from those around them. He wanted the people of Persis to rejoice that their prince had returned safely. He did not want to cause strife and discord.


    The sound of his name shocked him into glancing up, and he was suddenly surrounded by the harem. Their welcome was a blur of hugs and several extremely filthy kisses that left his head reeling. Judging from the smiles, the touches, the kind words, there was no doubt of their happiness to see him again.


    Moments later, the crowd took up the cry of his name in a roar of sound.


    “You saved the emperor! They are honoring you!” One of the members of the harem, Naitlien, shouted in his ear.


    Zaran grinned at him. Grinned! In the midst of the crowd, where anyone might see the imperial prince displaying unseemly emotion.


    The whole thing was madness.


    Zaran took his other arm, and they walked, Hredeen and the prince and Raine side by side between the surging people. Flowers rained down upon their heads, and everywhere there were happy, excited faces.


    This was nothing like he had expected.


     


    * * *


     


    Ralnulian


     


    Ralnulian had watched the interaction between the Chosen and Hredeen with puzzlement.


    “I thought he said he would be reviled here?” he’d said softly to Prince Zaran.


    Zaran had snorted from where he stood with Naral’s arm around his shoulders. “That was his expectation. I think he will find a far different reception than what he dreaded.”


    Ralnulian’s shoulders relaxed slightly. He had been completely prepared to walk by his brother’s side and protect him from any and all threats those of Persis might present. It seemed his skills as an assassin would not be needed this day.


    Cermin’s fist was clenched tightly upon the hem of Ralnulian’s tunic. His former exuberance was stifled now as though the reality was creeping in. This was not his homeland. Far from it.


    Despite his own firm belief that he could not have a relationship with the boy, he couldn’t help but feel proud that Cermin held to him, a sign of trust in a boy who had no reason to trust anyone at all. That he had taken so quickly to Hredeen and then himself was a testament to their blood bond that stirred something deep within the assassin.


    It made him wish…


    Wishes, in the end, were useless things, as they always had been.


    Cermin’s eyes, as hazel as his own, stared up at him, his grip tightening. “They aren’t going to send me away, are they? To some school?” No doubt he had heard stories growing up of the way Anrodnes demanded education. That there was no choice in the matter. Very like Odenar, where four years of military service was demanded of every man.


    “I don’t think that is quite the way it works here.” Certainly it had not sounded so from what Prince Zaran had told them during the journey. “Regardless, Hredeen and I will not let them take you anywhere you don’t wish to go.”


    The boy subsided, such a degree of faith in the action that Ralnulian had to swallow hard, take a deep breath to steady himself.


    Ahead of them, Hredeen signaled to him, gesturing both he and the boy to follow closely as the Chosen of the Emperor led his younger brother toward the crowds. Ralnulian grasped Cermin’s shoulder and stepped forward. He saw Hredeen look up at the imposing fortress, his expression both longing and trepidant, and he set his jaw, determined to protect his brother, even from the emperor himself if necessary.


    He had come here with his brother to fight the War Guild and save a man his brother cared for deeply. But that did not mean Ralnulian would stand idly by and watch his brother harmed, insulted, or his sacrifices demeaned by anyone at all.


    Ralnulian was an assassin, one of the best. Others should remember that.


    Yet, his heart lifted when men—concubines it seemed—flocked eagerly around his brother, grins on their faces and tears of joy in their eyes. It seemed his brother was loved here by some at least, and that made him proud, grateful.


    His fears eased even more when the gathered crowds began to call Hredeen’s name, lauding him as a hero. From the shock on his brother’s face, it had been the last thing he had expected.


    Beside him, Cermin tugged on his hand, looking up at him with wide eyes. “They like him.”


    Ralnulian nodded gravely as they walked through the cheering crowd, flowers raining down upon them.


    “I think we’re going to be okay,” Cermin said and followed his words with a firm nod.


    “I believe you might be right,” Ralnulian replied gently, favoring the boy with a rare smile.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER EIGHT


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan watched the harbor and the docked ship from the window of his rooms, his hands clenching upon the window embrasure.


    Far below, he could see the surging crowd, could hear the cries and cheers floating up, Hredeen’s name chief among the shouts.


    They were honoring him for saving the Emperor of Anrodnes.


    That was all they cared for. Not the devastation and broken trust of the man behind the mask. Only that his life had been spared, that their lives could continue on an undamaged path.


    His bitterness irked him, and he turned away from the sights below.


    The support that Hredeen was receiving was unexpected. Part of him was pleased. Part of him felt like it was a condemnation, as if he had reacted wrongly when he had cast the assassin from his presence and exiled him from Anrodnes itself.


    Yet his heart had not accepted a single thing about Hredeen’s return. It hurt that everything he had trusted so implicitly had never been true, that his emotions had been so one-sided. That he had been lied to. Betrayed. The precious few emotions he had ever indulged had been exploited against him. He felt as if he had been taken for a fool, and he could not say he liked the feeling. He had believed Hredeen’s act. He had come to care for the man so deeply, and it had all been lies.


    Taldan’s lips thinned. He needed to gather his strength and deal with this. Once they got this day over with, the rest would fall in place.


    He turned away from the window. He needed to be in the throne room with his golden mask in place, the perfect faceless emperor.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    It was almost a relief to reach the sanctuary of the palace, to escape the press of humanity, no matter how welcoming they might be.


    Hredeen had never been one for crowds, except for the occasions that made such a thing the perfect tool for his missions. Other than that, he was a creature of silence. When they were not on missions, the assassins were confined to their room, told to pray, to cleanse themselves of the stain of death, to ready themselves for the next time.


    They were tools, honed to a sharp edge, then placed carefully away so that they could not cut the hands that created them.


    It was all so clear now that the blinders had been taken from his eyes. Ralnulian had changed his world in far more ways than any other. A brother, a fellow assassin, one who had left the War Guild and survived, told the truth behind the carefully woven lies that obscured what the guild was in its darkest corners.


    Hredeen, foolish though it might seem, still held hope in some small part of him that there were those within the fortress of Iskama Rael who still held to the old traditions, the basis of what the War Guild had been created for.


    Surely that could not have been completely eradicated, even if those in charge had become something else entirely.


    He wrenched his thoughts away from his past as courtiers crowded round, mixed with the servants and staff, all of whom seemed oblivious of rank in their eagerness to welcome them home.


    It was warm and still slightly unbelievable. He had expected such a different reaction.


    Yet it was not these people who held power over him, not them who could banish him a second time. Or see him executed for daring to return.


    He gathered his will, thankful for Zaran’s support as the prince kept moving forward, acknowledging greetings with calm aplomb but never ceasing his forward momentum.


    Hredeen realized their destination and had to firm his will, although he could not control the way he let his fingers curl more tightly around Zaran’s.


    The prince glanced at him, sympathy overlaid with determination. But he did not veer from his course, heading for the throne room.


    He was correct. This needed to be faced.


    The fear of the unknown was almost overwhelming in a way that Hredeen had never before encountered. Fear was beaten out of an assassin early on. It was unfamiliar and frankly, extremely unwelcome.


    He raised his chin as they reached the great doors to the throne room that were opening for them, yawing wide, almost menacing in his suddenly vivid imagination.


    They passed through, their little group seeming lost now without the throngs of well-wishers. Their group was large, even for the vast expanse of the throne room, containing King Dransin and his companions, along with the farmers who had left their homeland for their exiled king.


    The doors closed soundlessly in their wake, and they were left in the ringing silence.


    King Dransin was pale but steady, Isnay standing firmly on his one side, Olre on the other. Ralnulian stood to the right and slightly behind Prince Zaran, a hand upon Cermin’s shoulder. The child’s usual talkative nature had completely faded away under the silence. Hredeen stood to Zaran’s left, forcing himself to calm. Behind them, the rest of the refugees from Bhantan stood quietly, their eyes darting about, uneasy.


    Hredeen’s eyes went nowhere but to the throne and the figure seated upon it. Silent, foreboding.


    Even from this distance, he could feel the weight of those eyes.


    Raine’s footsteps were loud in the immense space as he crossed in front of them, leading the way forward.


    They followed, and Hredeen saw Zaran slip back into the mold of imperial prince, his expression smoothing into emotionless lines.


    Zaran’s fingers never let go of Hredeen’s, and he tried to take comfort from the fact that the younger prince was making his opinion of matters very clear. What this would mean between the brothers, Hredeen could not foresee, but nothing in him wanted Taldan to feel isolated in his choices; he didn’t want anything to drive a wedge between two princes. Not when their closeness had always been a source of quiet joy to Hredeen.


    Now, now he had a brother as well.


    He shot a swift glance at Ralnulian, but the assassin was watching everything with protective focus, keeping Cermin close.


    Hredeen’s attention slid back as they moved closer, crossing the massive throne room.


    He mourned the golden mask and the way it hid Taldan’s face from view, shielded him from those who loved him. Hredeen found he hated it with an intensity that shocked him. He wanted to rip it off, fling it far away, pull the gloves off those beautiful hands, touch those fingers. How was it right to isolate a man from everything? To claim it made him more divine? Who had chosen this, enforced it, until it became the norm, became accepted?


    Well, he was not accepting it.


    Behind that cold metal lay a man he loved. No matter what happened this day or how this entire matter ended, that would not change.


    Hredeen refused to love an emperor. He would, however, never cease loving Taldan.


    It simply remained to see who was present—the man or the emperor.


    He firmed his will, met those cold blue eyes calmly, though his heart pounded fit to bursting. There was nothing from the man on the throne to enlighten him. Those beloved eyes were frighteningly blank, cold.


    Raine went to one knee before the dais, breaking the impasse as he bowed his head reverently before rising and approaching the throne.


    The emperor watched him in silence, but it was clear that he welcomed Raine. Those frozen eyes warmed the faintest degree as he gazed upon his Chosen.


    Hredeen tried to stifle the sense of being shut out, of being the intruder, the unwanted. He had known this would come. He had decided Raine was the person who would best suit Taldan. Why then did it hurt so much to see them together, to literally feel the strength of the link that pulsed between them?


    He was being nothing but foolish.


    They reached the mosaic that stretched before the throne, the area that none could cross without permission. He could see the vague forms of the Shadows looming behind the throne, watching, always watching. Hredeen valued their presence, especially since he had learned that Taldan was in greater danger than any emperor before him.


    Zaran sank to one knee, hand touching his chest, open over his heart, and the rest of them also went to one knee, giving the more traditional gesture of respect with their fists closed over their chest, including Dransin, who stared grimly at the floor.


    “Brother,” Emperor Taldan said. “You return to us victorious.” There was more warmth to Taldan’s tone than was strictly allowed by an emperor, but then, there were no courtiers to judge and whisper.


    Hredeen thanked the gods for the privacy. He could not imagine doing this with judgmental eyes assessing his every move, his every word. This was difficult enough.


    The emperor rose from his throne and stood, gesturing Zaran toward him. The younger prince hesitated, unsure in this new version of his sibling, never having seen him with the mask and gloves, a mirror image of their father.


    Zaran stepped forward, then let out a sigh as he was enfolded in his brother’s arms.


    Shock resounded through those who knew Taldan that he would display affection so blatantly. He held Zaran close, enfolded him almost, as though he would never let him go.


    “I knew you would prevail. I knew you were a strong enough leader to see this through.”


    Zaran leaned against him, a moment of weakness, before he pulled back, blinking rapidly. “I had your strength behind me, your training, your faith. I could do nothing else but succeed.”


    The emperor shook his head, then brought Zaran’s forehead to touch the mask. “You are strong in your own right, brother. Never forget that. This is your triumph, your victory.”


    “I had help.” Zaran looked overwhelmed by his brother’s praise, something that had always been hard-won and treasured for its simple truth.


    Taldan was not one to extol virtues unless they were truth.


    Zaran gestured to Hredeen and Ralnulian, his eyes wary, his body tensing ever so slightly.


    The emperor’s eyes cooled, his gaze sweeping over both the assassins, sharp and steady.


    “Zaran has told me that you also are a member of the War Guild.” His chill tone floated over them, leaving a shiver in its wake as he addressed Ralnulian.


    The tall assassin lowered himself from his kneeling position to touch his forehead to the floor, a graceful gesture of utter respect and submission.


    “I was a member of the War Guild, Your Imperial Majesty. I escaped them, and have been on the run since.” He looked up, dared to meet that icy stare with calm strength. “I have no love for the War Guild, for many reasons. I have been told that my knowledge may be of use in what you seek.”


    There fell a silence, thick and almost physical. The emperor’s eyes roved from Ralnulian to Hredeen and back again, speculation in their depths.


    “There is a connection between the two of you.” The chill in the tone deepened. Hredeen barely had time to consider that Taldan thought…


    Ralnulian bowed his head. “Hredeen is my brother, Your Imperial Majesty.”


    Taldan sat down, leaned back in the throne, and only Hredeen’s long acquaintance enabled him to see the shock in the movement. Whatever the emperor had been expecting for an answer, it was not that.


    Hredeen looked down, staring sightlessly at the marble. Had Taldan assumed Ralnulian to be his lover? Had the man thought that he would take another so soon? As though there had been nothing between them?


    If so, then he had never possessed the respect for Hredeen that he had claimed. Perhaps this betrayal went both ways. He closed his eyes, fought for composure that would see him through this painful first meeting.


    Taldan’s voice hardened. “So Hredeen and Ralnulian are the ones the empire must thank for their service?”


    Zaran stepped back, met his brother eye to eye, standing straight and tall. “They are the reason we had so few casualties, My Emperor. They are the reason that the hostilities were over as swiftly as they were.” There was a subtle chastisement in the tone, though layered with complete respect.


    The emperor eyed his brother for long, fraught moments before his attention returned to Hredeen and Ralnulian.


    They still knelt before him, and never had Hredeen seen the power that Taldan now exuded, the sense of strength and knowledge, otherworldly. He had known the truth of Taldan’s father, had felt his power, his divinity, but it was disconcerting to realize that this man, who had been his lover for so long, had become something different.


    It separated them more completely than his exile ever could.


    He looked up, met those cold eyes squarely, not flinching, not backing down.


    There was little more that Taldan could do to him now. He had been exiled, cast out from the only place that had held his heart. To be exiled again could hurt no more deeply. If, in the end, the emperor chose to see his betrayal as treason, chose to take his life in payment, then he would gladly bow under the sword.


    Defiance rose within him, a giddy lack of fear that had no place within his training. He wanted this over with, in whatever way the gods chose.


    Just let it be done.


    He saw a flicker in Taldan’s eyes, the gloved hands clenched slowly into fists, before that intense gaze left him, moved on to King Dransin.


    Hredeen drew a shuddering breath, body almost twitching with the force of his emotions.


    They had not even spoken directly to each other and already the fire between them was rising, a potentially destructive force, and the gods only knew where things would lead next…


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan had to force himself to tear his gaze away from Hredeen’s eyes. Those beloved eyes that still shocked him with their beauty, their unique color.


    Hredeen was here. He was back, alive, unharmed, whole.


    Taldan’s heart felt like it beat again, as though color had come back into the world.


    He remembered he was an emperor with effort. He was not just a man to follow his impulses; he had an international incident to soothe.


    “King Dransin Harlainan. Please, rise. Come before me.”


    The young king met his stare, darkness and fear twining together in his expression, before he rose with swift grace, standing tall under Taldan’s scrutiny. He bowed his head, a regal motion, and strode somewhat stiffly to where Zaran was indicating a spot before the massive imperial throne.


    The Bhantan king seemed relieved at Zaran’s proximity, and Taldan narrowed his eyes as Isnay followed the king to where he stood and positioned himself calmly behind him and to his right.


    There was an ease between his head diplomat and this king, an intensity within Isnay that he had never viewed before. This would bear scrutiny.


    Taldan rose, his golden robes flowing behind him as he descended the dais to stand before Dransin, so they were level with each other. “I invited you here to give a formal apology on behalf of the Anrodnes Empire. What Odenar did was not on our orders, not in any way condoned by me. We hope that you will accept aid in whatever form is needed above and beyond what we have already sent.”


    He could feel his voice vibrate the very air, see the effect it had on those before him. Their reactions ranged from fear to shock, and it drove him back within himself to see that reaction, to remember that he was not in the least normal now, that he was something suspended between human and divine. An avatar of the gods.


    It was one thing to have the populace react. They knew only the emperor he had become. But for those who knew him, to see Zaran and Hredeen’s reactions, see Isnay lower his eyes and drop into a fearful bow, made him wonder what he had become, what they saw that convinced him he was not as he had been. Raine had followed him, and he felt his Chosen’s hand upon his shoulder, squeezing, grounding him to the moment, not to speculation on what might or might not be.


    He drew a deep breath, focused on what needed to be achieved.


    The king of Bhantan met his intense stare with rare courage, steady and strong.


    “I need to inform you that I have been de-throned, cast out by my people. I am no longer the king of Bhantan. I cannot accept your words on their behalf.”


    Taldan sucked in a breath, shocked to his core. What nonsense was this? He threw a glance at Zaran, whose expression held a deep, cold anger that he had never seen displayed by his brother no matter the circumstances.


    “The former king of Bhantan,” Zaran began, “whose name I shall not utter, along with his daughter, King Dransin’s sister, have taken it upon themselves to rule Bhantan in Dransin’s stead after a vote among the nobles stripped Dransin of the crown. Alongside them, there was a representative of the War Guild.”


    Taldan heard Raine gasp, then curse under his breath, and it helped him restrain his own reactions.


    “The War Guild has a toehold in Bhantan?” His gloved fingers clenched into fists.


    Dransin gave a pained laugh. “A toehold? Under my sister’s rule, they will control Bhantan within a year, if not less. They can do so without having a single soldier set foot on our land.”


    Taldan felt darkness and power rise within him. “You knew of this? Knew of the War Guild?”


    Raine came to stand in front of him, physically blocking him from stepping forward, from letting the darkness rule, from seizing or using the Illumitae in his desire to see this newcomer give up any and all secrets that could threaten the empire.


    The Bhantan king stood still, jaw clenched, though he showed no sign of answering aggression.


    “A man said to be tied to the War Guild appeared for my coronation,” Dransin said. “I had never had contact with them before that, but by the way my father and sister greeted their representative, it was not the first time he had met them. The man claimed he could help keep Bhantan at peace for generations to come. For myself, I knew nothing of him, but then I was often traveling, overseeing projects or meeting representatives of the provinces.” His gaze was steady, meeting Taldan’s glare without flinching, no easy feat.


    “Upon returning from one such journey to the border with Odenar, I found Poice Dican within the walls of the palace, flirting with my sister and obviously trying to inveigle his way into her bed. I threw him out.” He shrugged broad shoulders.


    Zaran gave a huff of laughter. “A man after my own heart. And then?”


    “I had seen nothing of him since, heard no rumor that would have indicated that he had returned. Mind you, knowing that they were working against me makes me wonder how much was hidden from my knowledge. He seemed very comfortable with my family.” The bitterness fairly dripped from his words. “Then the invasion happened and gave them the ammunition they needed to see me cast out.”


    He raised his chin, met Taldan’s cold stare with courage.


    “I have failed, Your Imperial Majesty. I have failed my people. If you brought me here as a method of controlling my country, then I regret to inform you that it will do no good. They would not pay a single coin to have me return. I ask only that my people—those who have followed me faithfully and left their homeland believing I will keep them safe—will be cared for. Whatever fate you choose for me, let it in no way impact them.”


    There was a shocked silence. People apprehensively glanced at Taldan.


    Taldan stared at the defiant gaze of the former king of Bhantan. Wordlessly, he turned and ascended the dais. He slowly sat down upon the throne once more, the ornate robes flaring around his tall form, his anger sliding into something else entirely. He could feel Raine’s relief, the way his Chosen relaxed.


    “Blunt. To the point. Without the airs that royalty invariably holds. With a care for your people that I have not encountered before.” His glance slid over the assembled group, lingered upon Hredeen for long moments, before returning to Dransin. “I find I believe you, Dransin Harlainan, rightful king of Bhantan.”


    Dransin stared, shock clear in his expression.


    Taldan shook his head. “No matter what is happening within Bhantan, Anrodnes views you as the rightful ruler. That will not change. We regard those who have taken over as usurpers and rebels against your throne.”


    Dransin looked lost, as though he had completely believed that no one would champion his right to rule.


    Taldan glanced at Isnay thoughtfully. “I ask Lord Isnay to see you to the western wing of the palace. It is large enough for all of your retinue. I count on him to arrange everything that needs to be done for your stay here. You are welcome for whatever length of time is needed.”


    Dransin seemed speechless. He dropped back to one knee, heartfelt gratitude clear in his expression. “Whatever comes, I thank you, Your Imperial Majesty, for your welcome and your kindness.”


    Taldan raised an eyebrow. That had to be the first time an Emperor of Anrodnes was lauded for kindness.


    He smiled, feeling a softening toward this man. He had not pleaded for an army, as he rightfully could have. He did not seek to immediately retake his country, armed with rage at his treatment by his own family. Instead, he seemed steady, prepared for the long term, and seeking to protect those loyal to him. A man after his own heart.


    Interesting.


    He watched in silence as Isnay gathered the Bhantan contingent and ushered them out of the throne room.


    The closing doors left a ringing silence in their wake. Taldan’s gaze slid back to Hredeen.


    For long moments, it was as if no one else was in the room. Finally, Taldan pulled his senses free of Hredeen’s snare and glanced at Raine. “I will eat alone in my rooms.” His lips pulled into a thin line, eyes narrowing. “Then I wish to have Hredeen brought there. I will speak to him then.”


    There was a flicker of concern that flowed along their link before it was cut off abruptly and Raine bowed to him. Raine’s hand lingered on his shoulder before he turned back to those who remained.


    “Come. We will see you settled and some food brought.” He ushered Hredeen, Ralnulian, and Cermin from the room, speaking softly to them. Assurances, no doubt.


    Then it was only Zaran and Taldan left in the throne room.


    The younger prince eyed him before turning slightly on the basalt prince’s throne to face his brother fully.


    “Hredeen saved your life. He also aided our endeavors in Bhantan. This has been well received by the people. They see nothing but good in what he has done.”


    Taldan gave a grim smile. “You are telling me that I need to watch what I do with the man since he has been turned into a hero of sorts.”


    Zaran shook his head. “I just want you to resolve what is between you. I think there are a great many misunderstandings on both sides. A simple conversation could eliminate a great deal of bad feeling.”


    Taldan wondered when his little brother had become so wise. There was a maturity to Zaran, evident in his words, in his manner, that had not existed previously. A hint of darkness also lingered in his eyes, and it tore at Taldan. He had always sought to protect Zaran from the worst of the life they led, yet despite all he had done, Zaran had now seen more horrors than Taldan. But it had been necessary to stop Odenar’s invasion and the atrocities they wrought. Still, Zaran and many others would be facing far worse in the future if the conflict with the War Guild escalated.


    “Tell me,” he said softly. “Tell me what burden you brought home. I feel it within you, brother.”


    Zaran’s pale eyes lifted to his, a flash of pain showing before it was brutally controlled. He sat up straighter, determination writ upon his expression.


    “I will give you a full report…”


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen followed in silence as Raine spoke softly to the chamberlain before leading the two assassins and Cermin toward an area of the palace that overlooked the vast harbor of Persis. Hredeen knew the rooms were reserved for the most elite of guests. He pondered on the placement for several moments before he thrust the concerns aside and wandered to the windows, placing a hand on the embrasure as he stared out at the placid harbor. The formerly brisk wind had died down, and the waters were calm, the ships anchored there looking as if they floated upon glass.


    He laid his hand upon the window, his fingers spread over the cool surface. It was so familiar, this view. Taldan’s rooms were directly overhead, two floors up. He leaned forward and laid his forehead against the coolness of the glass.


    His heart was still pounding, his body tense, the longing in his heart making his chest hurt.


    He flinched as a gentle hand descended on his shoulder. It took all his control not to whirl in place, throw it off, give in to the animal instincts that had been so honed under the War Guild.


    He had been made into a beast, mindless, obedient, dangerous but leashed. That training now battled with the changes that had come about from living under this roof for eight years. Now he had no idea who he was. Past or present. Assassin or something more human.


    Hredeen breathed deeply, found his control and grasped it desperately.


    The hand never wavered in its firm grip, even when he slowly turned his head to meet Raine’s eyes. Whatever was in his own eyes made Raine’s darken in response, but the Chosen did not flinch back, did not abandon him.


    It meant more than Hredeen could possibly explain.


    “There will be a celebratory feast. You don’t have to stay long if you don’t want, but the court will expect to see you there. Rest until then, if you can. After the meal, Prince Zaran will take you to him.”


    Hredeen searched his expression, unable to understand this deep compassion for him, this aid for one who complicated the Emperor/Chosen bond.


    Raine gave a small, strained smile as though reading his thoughts.


    “I love him. I love him enough that I want him to be happy. No matter what, you are part of that.”


    Hredeen slowly raised a hand and touched Raine’s cheek, wondering at the strength of this young man, the compassion of such degree and understanding that he could scarcely comprehend its existence.


    “I don’t think you value yourself enough. I am not the only one he cares for. Read his expression, Raine, see what he feels for you. Don’t give it all away because you can’t see yourself as valuable.”


    Raine choked out a laugh and stepped back, blinking away moisture. “I find it difficult to believe in what others feel. I can only count on what I feel. I can help. I just can’t accept the same.”


    Hredeen gave a crooked grin. “Then you and I are terrifyingly similar. It is easy to give. Much, much harder to take. Harder to accept that we are worth something.”


    Raine eyed him, then shook his head ruefully. “Trust you to understand me better than anyone ever has. I have always felt like you are not quite human.”


    Hredeen snorted inelegantly, turning to lean against the window and face Raine completely.


    “Aren’t we a fine pair?”


    Something in Raine’s eyes flickered, and he glanced away, a faint blush upon his cheekbones.


    Hredeen’s eyes narrowed, and he reached out, turning the Chosen’s face back. Even then, Raine’s eyes were lowered.


    “You are hiding something.” He kept any demand out of the words. Raine had been kind, kinder than Hredeen felt he deserved. He would not return that kindness with force.


    Raine drew a breath, glancing over his shoulder at Ralnulian, who was eyeing them assessingly from across the room, obviously not trusting Raine with his brother in the least.


    “Taldan…” He cut off sharply, shaking his head. “No. He needs to tell you himself. Suffice to say that he has plans that involve you, unconventional plans to say the least.”


    Hredeen’s heart sank. Taldan was stubborn to a fault, but that had always served him well in what he wanted to accomplish. When it came to emotional nuances, he would not possess the skills to realize what was acceptable and what was not. Not to mention, with the power of the emperors at his fingertips, he now could do anything at all. Reasonable or not.


    He drew in a deep breath and let his hand fall away from Raine.


    “Nothing has changed. I am not his and never will be. That is all that can happen.”


    Raine didn’t answer.


     


     


    The celebratory feast was loud and raucous, with none of the formality that Hredeen was used to in Anrodnes court life.


    He sat quietly beside Zaran, with Raine on the other side of the prince, an empty space between them.


    Hredeen gazed at the empty, ornate chair at the head of the table and felt his heart spasm.


    Taldan had said he would eat alone in his rooms. It did not bode well for what would happen between them.


    Naral was next to him, rather quiet, eyeing the ruckus with a raised eyebrow. “Seems Isnay has charmed the king of Bhantan and then brought him home.”


    The companion nodded toward the other side of Raine where Dransin sat, Isnay beside him. The young king looked rather bewildered, not helped by the fact that Raine and Isnay kept leaning over him to talk to each other.


    Hredeen didn’t envy the man. Getting between those two would leave anyone reeling.


    At the next table, he could see Ralnulian eating slowly, an island of calm in the storm around him. Cermin was tucked into his side, being nudged to eat now and then as the boy lost himself in the events around him.


    Hredeen found himself not liking the fact that his brother—and how strange was it to say that freely—was sitting at a lower table as though he were less than Hredeen. It didn’t feel right at all.


    Ralnulian looked up, as though he felt Hredeen’s attention. They exchanged glances, and the subtle signal Ralnulian gave indicated that all was well. The small smile he gifted his younger brother was ever-so-faintly teasing, as though telling him to stop worrying.


    So quickly did they understand each other.


    When Hredeen had left the palace, he had felt as though there was nothing for him anywhere. Yet here he was, returned not in disgrace but in honor, and with a brother and a nephew in tow.


    It beggared the imagination, the twists and turns that fate could manage.


    He had always believed it was the War Guild that directed him, ordered his life, but the swift changes falling upon him pointed more to the gods themselves. Perhaps he was not so insignificant as he had always believed.


    He shook his head at his own fancies.


    It was difficult to force himself to eat, but between Zaran and Naral’s nagging, he managed at least a little, enough to settle his aching stomach. He was beyond nervous, a state he was not used to. Indeed, such a thing was one of the first weaknesses trained out of an assassin.


    Mind you, they’d believed that they had trained emotion out of him as well, and look how that had turned out.


    It was a relief when Zaran rose to his feet, readying to leave the feast. There was a rustle of sound as all the courtiers got to their feet, bowing their heads as Zaran left the table. Hredeen would have quite happily remained in his seat, possibly forever, but Zaran snagged him on the way by and half dragged him out of the room with Naral at their heels. Raine watched them go, his expression concerned.


    “He wants to see you. Alone.” Naral’s eyebrows were doing interesting things, rising and falling as several emotions chased themselves across his face.


    Hredeen drew in a quivering breath. He could do this. He had done most everything in his life without the slightest support, so this should be easy enough. He straightened up, nodding.


    Zaran eyed him. “He loves you. He always has. You just have to work through the pain. You know him better than any of us. He just can’t understand what he is feeling.” He grimaced. “A problem I have as well.” He leaned forward, laid a gentle kiss upon Hredeen’s forehead. “Watch his eyes. They will tell you what you need to know.”


    Hredeen nodded, his emotions still twisted up inside him.


    The prince eyed him for a long, drawn-out moment as though testing his resolve before nodding sharply. “I have to return to the feast. I haven’t had the chance to speak to Dransin, and I want everyone to know that he is favored by me. Taldan is going to meet with him tomorrow, and they will discuss the situation further.”


    Hredeen nodded, but his mind was already focused elsewhere.


    Naral shook his head and nudged him toward the hallway. “Get this over with. It does no good for either of you.”


    Hredeen didn’t see how it was going to get any better, but he kept his counsel and stepped toward the doors. Two Shadows were waiting. They gave a respectful dip of their heads as they had always done when he had lived here. They led the way forward, winding down the corridors and up the twining stairs to the upper echelons of the palace.


    He knew this path so well he could walk it in his sleep. Certainly he had a time or two, unable to keep his eyes open after he had left the royal chambers and was returning to the harem.


    Thoughts of those days, of when he had left Taldan in the rumpled bed, his beloved sound asleep as he rarely was.


    This was very different.


    This time there was dread in his heart, his breathing sounding harsh in his ears. Sweat prickled along his spine and upon his brow, chilling in the colder air of the hallways. He struggled to unclench his fists, to hide the tumult that no assassin should ever display, no matter the circumstances.


    When they at last reached the familiar double doors, the two Shadows joined those that were already guarding and stood in silence, their gazes trained away from him.


    He sucked in a breath, taking the steps necessary to touch the ornate insignia of the empire that spread out over its surface, the ancient carving cracked in places, but lovingly repaired.


    A dragon, with a hawk overhead, pursued a stag. The details were stunning, as though you could reach out and touch living flesh, not wood.


    It was said that it symbolized the first emperor and his son, who began the process of conquering the countries around them, uniting them into the beginnings of the greatest empire the world had ever seen.


    Certainly, like the stag, the people they had overcome had been prey.


    Hredeen let his fingers trace over the dragon, the outstretched claws over the fleeing stag. So close.


    Taldan.


    Like the dragons of a story, he could be both kind and cruel.


    It only remained to see where he would go on this day.


    Hredeen raised his fist and knocked, fighting for composure as he waited.


    “Come.” The beloved voice sounded just a bit off, distorted.


    The mask. Once more, he had forgotten about the mask. He would never see his beloved’s face again. The realization overcame him all over again, as it had earlier that day, as it had the day of the ascension. Only Taldan’s Chosen had the right…


    He cut the thought off brutally, turning the door handle and quietly stepping into the room, closing the door softly in his wake.


    Taldan stood by the window and he turned slowly at Hredeen’s entrance, the mask glinting in the setting sun’s many-hued light.


    Hredeen fell to his knees, a hand open over his heart, eyes fixed upon the richly inlaid floor.


    He did not know how to address Taldan. He had always been Hredeen’s prince. Now, it seemed unlikely that he could claim any familiarity at all.


    Instead, he leaned forward and laid his forehead upon the floor, hands flat and clearly in view, the ultimate submission for an assassin. He knew of no other way of showing that despite his training, he would never offer a threat to this man.


    But then, he was in the room alone with the Emperor of Anrodnes. Perhaps that had never been in question.


    There was silence. He did not move, hardly breathing, every sense attuned to the man he could literally feel. He did not need his eyes to envision how he stood, how those beautiful eyes were fixed upon him with intense focus. The only thing he didn’t know was the expression they would hold.


    The silence became an entity of its own, pressing down upon him, crushing him.


    He startled at a touch to his hair, then stilled, shocked at his own reaction.


    Fingers carded into long strands, then clenched upon them.


    Hredeen bit back a grunt of pain as his head was wrenched up.


    The golden mask shocked him for a moment, then for the first time since his exile, he was touching his beloved, his hand futilely grasping the wrist that held him so brutally. He looked up into blue eyes and shivered at the expression they held.


    Cold, hard, with absolutely no mercy or fondness in their depths.


    An emperor of Anrodnes indeed.


    A gloved hand came out to gently, slowly trace over Hredeen’s lips, those eyes following every movement.


    “I have kissed these lips a thousand times,” Taldan whispered. “I know every inch of your body, more than I know my own. I have lain with you, asleep, trusting you as I trusted no other to guard over me at my most vulnerable.”


    Taldan’s voice was painfully soft, not the slightest hint of force within it, yet his grip tightened moment by moment until Hredeen could not prevent a pained whimper. He was smart enough to keep his grip light, not attempting to fight back. He had learned that lesson all too well from his former masters.


    Fighting back only prolonged the torture.


    He sucked in a pained breath, appalled that he had thought of his beloved in the same breath as the War Guild.


    “Forgive me, my prince,” he offered, pained and soft.


    “I was your prince. Now, I don’t know what I am. I am emperor now, and I do not know if there is a place for you. Or if I want one.”


    Hredeen closed his eyes at the shaft of pain the words drew. “You will always be my prince. What I showed you, what I gave you, what I took back. That was real, and I won’t taint it by denying it.” There was a trace of his old defiance, the strength of will he had learned at Taldan’s side. “We healed each other once before. Found a path that led to…”


    “Deceit? Betrayal?” Taldan’s tone was like shards of glass, broken, sharp-edged.


    “I disguised who I was. There was no choice in that. If I had not, they would have come for me and sent another in my place. At the time, I thought it easy to play the part. You were handsome, a generous lover. It felt like the most wonderful mission I had ever been given.” He blinked away tears, never looking away from Taldan’s stare. “Then I did something incredibly foolish, against all my training.” He lifted his hand, slowly, cautiously, reaching out for the metal face. “I fell in love.”


    The emperor rose to his feet with a cry of rage, casting Hredeen aside like a broken doll so that he slid across the floor and crashed painfully into a table leg.


    “Don’t lie to me!” The roar was pain and fury combined.


    Hredeen forced himself up, back to kneeling. After all, this was nothing compared to what he had undergone as a child. Taldan could beat him into unconsciousness and it still couldn’t compare.


    Taldan paced across the room, eyes wild, fists clenching and unclenching, gritting his teeth and shaking his head as though he fought some inner battle that Hredeen could not conceive of.


    Never had he seen Taldan so out of control. It was terrifying, more so because this man now held the power of Anrodnes in his fist. As prince, he had lived his entire life in pursuit of logic, reason, and the control of emotions. Yet here and now, emotions seemed to seethe through him chaotically. Hredeen had heard whispered tales of near madness associated with the Illumitae, but the few mentions gave no detail, nothing that could tell him whether this was something normal, as Taldan acclimated, or something, very, very wrong. Had he driven Taldan to this, broken something with the discovery of Hredeen’s true identity?


    At last Taldan stopped, panting, now clutching at his own hair before whirling round and descending on Hredeen, going to one knee before him and grasping his tunic, dragging him against him with incredible power.


    “You. Are. Mine,” he gritted out. “Not the War Guild’s. Not anyone else’s. Mine. Since the day you offered yourself to me.”


    Hredeen stayed silent, not knowing how to answer, what to say.


    Taldan shook him. “Do you hear me?”


    Hredeen finally nodded, anything to take that look out of his beloved’s eyes. They were not anything normal, anything sane.


    This was not Taldan. Whatever had arisen from the past had hold of Taldan in some inexplicable way.


    “I am yours,” Hredeen whispered, meeting those enraged eyes squarely. “I will always be yours.”


    It was as though the words broke something. Taldan blinked, looking stunned and confused, before his eyes fell upon the grip he had upon Hredeen’s tunic, half choking him.


    He released him with a shocked cry, stumbling backward until he fell, staring at Hredeen with wide, panicked eyes.


    He raised a trembling hand, the one that had treated Hredeen with such brutality, staring at it with horror, as though it were not his own. He reached up and ripped the mask off, flinging it across the room to fall clattering into a far corner.


    Hredeen felt a surge of emotion too powerful to hide. His Taldan.


    His words had been true. He was Taldan’s. Always would be. His heart was taken, and no matter what happened, it belonged to the new emperor. Nothing and no one could change that.


    Not the two of them. Not exile or madness or the threat of death. He could no longer deny it.


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan wanted to be ill.


    It had happened again. Just like the day when he had yanked Raine off the balcony in the windstorm, it had been like something had overcome him, some mind, some being that was not him. An angry, possessive, jealous being that looked upon the slightest opposition as a challenge, something that must be ground down into obedience.


    He looked up, meeting Hredeen’s concerned stare.


    He had gathered himself for the man’s arrival. Worked to ensure that he was calm, reasonable. They would speak, he would persuade Hredeen to accept being the second Chosen. It was all so clear, until the man himself had stepped into the room, had knelt before him.


    Between one blink and another, everything had changed.


    A dark need had overcome his mind, overruling all sense.


    He clenched his teeth, holding his wrists to his eyes, blocking out the sight of Hredeen, that which he wanted most.


    It was creating something terrible, something that threatened his sanity and, through him, Anrodnes.


    “Your Imperial Majesty…” The uncertainty in Hredeen’s words was underlain with concern, though Hredeen had not ventured closer.


    Taldan forced himself to look up, to meet those eyes that drove rationality away.


    Hredeen had a hand out as though he would help, and it made Taldan rise to his feet, stride over to loom over his former concubine. No, not former, not now. Hredeen would retake his place beneath Taldan, and Taldan would use him until this madness wore away. Until the rage and pain faded into sanity.


    “You will be my second Chosen,” he gritted out.


    Hredeen’s eyes widened, and he shrank back for the first time, as though the words were weapons that had finally managed to pierce whatever protections he had.


    “There is no such thing. You can’t just…”


    Taldan leaned closer, savoring the way that Hredeen drew away, fear in his expression. Taldan savored it, reveled in it. Hredeen had devastated him, and Taldan would never give him that power again. He would be the one in control, the one who held all the cards and directed their fate.


    “Please, Taldan. You can’t go against tradition for this. If you want my body, want my soul, then take it. It is yours. Do not destroy your reign for something so base. Tradition—”


    “To the hells with tradition,” Taldan hissed. “There is my will alone! It has always been so!”


    Hredeen pushed himself higher, a look of desperation overcoming his features. “Listen to yourself! Whatever is speaking is not you!”


    Taldan squatted down, a snarl contorting his mouth. “Isn’t it? Maybe this is what is needed, maybe this is what an emperor is, the divinity changing him into something greater, glorious.”


    “This is not glorious,” Hredeen whispered, looking appalled and heartbroken. “This is madness. For whatever was between us, please, don’t do this.”


    Taldan smiled, slow and feral.


    “For what was between us? This time there will be truth between us, and I will be the one who rules, who controls how this goes. You will never doubt your place, and you will never, ever lie to me again. I will know. The link will show me everything, every thought, every emotion. Your mind, your body, your spirit will be mine and mine alone.”


    Tears rose in violet eyes, devastation in their depths. “This is not you.”


    Taldan rose to his feet, unfastening his robes, blue fire flowing around his fingertips, twining up his arms.


    “Oh, but it is.”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER NINE


     


    Isnay


     


    Raine suddenly ceased speaking, and Isnay saw his friend’s face pale alarmingly. The Chosen leaped to his feet and ran, leaving people gaping and scandalized whispers rising in his wake.


    Isnay rose to follow, feeling a sense of fear sweep over him. Something was terribly wrong, like a miasma had fallen over the area, something was happening.


    An attack?


    Dear gods, was the War Guild here?


    He chased Raine, panting, the young man sprinting far ahead, skidding around corners and pushing off the far walls with a desperation that chilled Isnay to the core. Whatever was happening centered on the emperor. Why had the alarm not been raised? Why were the few Shadows he could see not reacting to the threat?


    He heard swift footsteps behind him and turned his head, realizing that Dransin was hard on his heels, his long legs eating up the distance effortlessly. Beside him was Prince Zaran, Naral behind him. There was no sign of Ralnulian, but the man had a child to take care of…


    His thoughts cut off as they approached the entrance to the royal wing. He saw Raine reach the doors at a dead run. The Shadows there swung them wide, and Isnay was shocked at their calm demeanor. Surely if something horrific was occurring, they would be involved, would they not?


    He half thought the doors would be closed against them and only the Chosen allowed, but the Shadows stayed motionless, staring straight ahead, something in their stance only increasing Isnay’s panic.


    The Shadows obeyed only the emperor.


    Whatever the emperor chose to do was sacrosanct.


    Taldan had ordered Hredeen be brought to him.


    A chill stole his breath, and he almost stumbled. Only Dransin’s grasp saved him from a fall. He glanced at the king, but Dransin was eyeing him with stark concern. Whatever was happening, Dransin was not feeling it, only reacting to Isnay’s distress.


    Prince Zaran shot past him, moving with a burst of speed that clearly revealed that he was experiencing what Isnay was.


    Ahead, Raine had reached the doors to the emperor’s rooms. To Isnay’s shock, there were no Shadows there, the first time he could remember them not being at their posts. After a moment, he realized that they were there, but far down the corridor, rigid, staring ahead, as the other Shadows had been.


    What in the hells was going on?


    Raine pulled on the doors, heaving with all his might, grunting with the effort, his face shining with sweat, his eyes wild.


    “Taldan!” he shouted, desperation in his tone.


    Zaran joined in his efforts, casting a glance of disbelief down the hall where the Shadows ignored them completely.


    The doors remained shut, not budging in the least.


    Dransin joined in, Naral at his side, but the doors would not move.


    Raine howled his frustration before sprinting down the hall, grasping one of the Shadows by his sleeve, and literally dragging him to the doorway.


    “I don’t know what in the hells is going on, but I want this door open. Now!” He was on his toes, glaring into the Shadow’s face, apparently not in the least intimidated by the deadly bodyguard.


    For his part, the Shadow visibly hesitated, then finally waved a hand in front of the door. To everyone’s astonishment, it swung open, silent, untouched.


    King Dransin made a sign against evil, his eyes wide. The Shadow bowed to them and retreated back to his compatriot.


    Raine took a step forward, licking his lips nervously, and suddenly no one seemed to want to follow, as though they felt the wrongness that literally emanated from inside.


    Isnay stepped up to Raine’s shoulder, followed by Zaran.


    The Chosen glanced at them gratefully, then slowly advanced through the outer room, where the emperor would greet guests.


    It was empty, eerily still and silent. Yet this was where Taldan would have met with Hredeen.


    Their footsteps seemed loud, even upon the thick carpeting. Raine moved hesitantly to the inner doors before pausing, holding up a hand to halt everyone.


    “Let me go through first. I feel the Illumitae surging strongly, and it could do harm to you.”


    Isnay held Zaran back when the younger prince looked ready to defy Raine’s request. He remembered all too well what had happened when the other candidates had attempted to aid Taldan after the Illumitae had backlashed at Antan’s death. He didn’t wish anyone else to suffer that.


    Raine was cautious, stepping just within the open doors. His choked cry echoed in the air as he rushed forward.


    Isnay couldn’t hold Zaran back. The prince shook off his grip with a curse and leaped into the room, only to freeze in place, his expression fixed in horror.


    Isnay suddenly didn’t want to go in, didn’t want to see what had put such a look upon his prince’s face when the man was usually so unflappable.


    Naral pushed by him, going to Zaran’s side and letting out a heartfelt curse but seeming as frozen in place as the prince.


    Isnay stumbled forward to his cousin, leaning into Naral’s solid strength as he took in the scene before him.


    Hredeen lay nude beside the great imperial bed, spread-eagled upon the carpeting, his eyes wide and fixed, blood trickling from his lips, bruises rising on pale skin, one hand cuffed to the bed, twisting at an unnatural angle as though he had struggled desperately. A bracelet similar to Raine’s encircled his free wrist. The mark of a Chosen.


    Upon the bed, Taldan lay naked on his side, eyes closed, a streak of red across his throat, a knife lying just beyond his lax grasp.


    The Illumitae was flaring brightly, a soft crackling audible now that they were this close. The blue fire encased Taldan completely, and a river of it flowed down the side of the bed and into Hredeen’s half-open lips.


    Raine let out a terrible sound, a keening wail that raised Isnay’s hackles, making him shiver uncontrollably. He found himself grasping Naral tightly, unable to move, unable to breathe.


    The Chosen fell upon the bed, throwing his arms around Taldan, rolling him to his back and trying to stem the flow of blood from his throat. A litany of pleading left his lips, to the gods, to Taldan himself.


    Zaran broke through the paralysis, sprinting forward to slide to his knees on the floor, reaching for Hredeen. Immediately, blue fire flared up. Zaran cried out, snatching his hand back and cursing virulently.


    He had to scramble backward when the Illumitae exploded into brilliance. The magic shot upward into an impenetrable shield, encasing Hredeen, Taldan, and Raine within its borders, hiding all that was occurring.


    Zaran let out a roar of fury. “No! By the gods! You gave him these cursed powers! Look what it’s brought about! Let us in—”


    Naral snatched him back as he made another attempt to reach where Hredeen, Taldan, and Raine were hidden behind the blazing wall of the Illumitae.


    Isnay’s heart sank as the truth became clear. They could not reach the three men. The magic would not let them through.


    Whatever happened beyond that barrier, they could not help.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine grasped the sheet, tore it in two with a surge of fury that left him shaking. Taking the cloth, he turned to Taldan, his Taldan, with tears running down his face, a sob rising to choke him.


    He prepared to wrap the wound, desperation making his hands shake alarmingly.


    Before he could do more, the Illumitae surged into him, more than ever before, no mere trickle now, but a flood.


    He gasped, arched, before gritting his teeth and fighting his way back to sense.


    His hands were purest blue, the fire crackling, arcing over his skin, and the sound making him want to flinch away from the power that encased him.


    Instead, he forced himself back into position, reaching for Taldan, pulling him close, his hands splaying to cover the wound as though to close it, to stop the blood.


    The fire flared more brightly, different shades of blue now, and Raine could not move his hand away from his lover’s throat. His eyes widened as he saw the bloody, torn edges of the wound draw together slowly, so terribly slowly, but gradually close. Disbelief changed to emotionally charged wonder.


    Trembling, he stopped fighting the pull of the Illumitae, instead allowing it full access to his body, letting it be the conduit for the healing the gods were obviously trying to impart.


    There was no sense of time, but it seemed only a short span until his bloodstained hand fell away, Taldan’s wound healed to a pink, almost seamless scar, beautiful to Raine’s eyes.


    His lover was limp against him, eyes closed, but the Illumitae had calmed, flowing softly around them both.


    Still, the brilliant shield of light and power that hid them from the world remained, thick and powerful, sealing them off completely.


    Filled with a heady mix of relief, desperation, and stunning power, Raine laid Taldan down with gentle care before sliding off the bed to his knees beside Hredeen.


    He reached out a cautious hand and laid it upon the assassin’s cheek before gently stroking over Hredeen’s face, mourning the rising bruises, the look of devastation that was frozen within the man’s expression.


    Raine searched the ground for the key to the cuff that held Hredeen so cruelly but could find nothing. Sucking in a harsh breath, he grasped the metal. If the Illumitae could heal, then perhaps…


    Blue flame shot from his fingertips, looking remarkably like how Taldan used it, sparks flying into the air as it encased the metal.


    Moments later, Raine cradled Hredeen’s freed, twisted and bleeding wrist within his grasp, feeling the scrape of bone against bone beneath the broken skin.


    He wanted to be ill with the force of emotions that crashed over him. Horror, sorrow, disbelief all fighting to be first and foremost. Closing his eyes, he called upon whatever power was within the Illumitae that could heal. He half expected nothing to happen, that such a miracle was reserved for the emperor alone, but he let out a choking gasp of relief as the fire glowed once more. He could do this. He had the power of the gods behind him to mend what had been brutally desecrated.


    The blue fire surged, then abruptly died away. He blinked, feeling desperation return. Hredeen was only partially healed. Did the Illumitae only have a finite amount of energy? The assassin’s wrist seemed whole within once more, but the rest, the bruising and raw, open wounds remained.


    He leaned forward and laid his head against Hredeen’s, shocked at how cold the other man was.


    “It’s all right now. You’re safe,” he whispered, praying that he was not lying. After all, the perpetrator of this damage lay only a foot or so away. Whatever had risen within Taldan, taken control, could rise again.


    He had not the slightest doubt that whoever, whatever had done this, had not been his lover, had not been Taldan. But with the force of emotion that bound these two men together, he feared this would be something that could never be worked past. An emotional wound that could never be healed and would forever remain a boundary between them.


    He cast aside the worry for the future. For now…


    He gently gathered Hredeen into his arms. The assassin seemed amazingly light in weight. His face was drawn, and he felt skin and bone to Raine.


    Raine stood, cradling Hredeen close, feeling a protectiveness rise within him for this man, so broken, yet having done nothing wrong, nothing except being forced into a life under the dominance of the War Guild. A man who had learned to love, only to have that love turn on him and nearly destroy him.


    “It would be a good time to let us out,” he whispered to the gods. “Let me take him to somewhere he can wake gently.”


    Yet the Illumitae did not part around them, the barrier of brilliant power did not die down in the least.


    It seemed none of them would be allowed to escape any time soon. He tried to control his frustration, his desperation, and accept what he faced. He needed to focus on gratitude for the healing he’d been able to channel and go from there.


    Resigned for the moment, Raine gently laid Hredeen on the far side of the massive bed, far enough from Taldan to keep them separated fully. He arranged Hredeen’s limbs carefully, tucking the formerly broken wrist against his body protectively. His fingers hovered over some of the worst bruises and cuts, but no more fire came, no healing was granted. He grimaced, then used part of the torn sheet to bind the open wound upon the slender wrist, then dabbed away the blood that coated Hredeen’s lips. That at least he could do.


    His lips thinned. Some of the worst bruises could hide so much more, as he was all too aware. His own past gave him far too much insight into the pain Hredeen would suffer upon awakening. Mental and physical wounds all wrapped together. Abuse was never a singular matter and easily healed. No magic in the world could make it that way.


    He pulled the thickest coverlet over the assassin, wrapping him gently, stroking back his long, tangled strands of hair. To see this man in such a state, when Raine could vividly recall his otherworldly beauty and poise, seemed a desecration.


    Biting his lip, he forced himself to turn away, to face Taldan. His emperor, his mate, his lover. If this even was Taldan anymore. Whatever had brutalized Hredeen could still be in control upon awakening. Even if it was truly Taldan that could return, what state would the man be in after what had happened, what he had done?


    He ran a hand over Taldan’s face, tracing downward until he ran shaking fingers over the thinning scar on his neck, still apparently healing, if more slowly now.


    “This was not you,” he whispered softly. “But will you believe that? Will Hredeen?”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TEN


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran took a deep breath, ceasing his endless pacing to stare, as he had so often, at the curtain of power that held them back and hid whatever was occurring behind it.


    He felt like he would go mad from the worry, the grief that wanted to overwhelm him. The guilt twisted inside him like a snake. He was the one who had encouraged Hredeen to return, to face Taldan and come to a truce of sorts.


    It was he who had brought his friend into this. He had created whatever tragedy had happened between them.


    He cursed bitterly. He should have listened to Raine. The Chosen had spoken to him during the meal, had brought up, very tentatively, that he thought something was not quite right with Taldan.


    Zaran had dismissed it, unable to believe that his brother could be anything other than the strong, brilliant, controlled man he had always been.


    Naral had also spoken of what happened at the ascension. Zaran knew that Taldan had been damaged, and certainly there was the possibility that something had gone wrong, but he had blindly ignored the warning from the Chosen, the very man who would know best.


    Hard hands came down on his shoulders, holding him in place, stopping the manic pacing that was all that kept him from exploding with fear and guilt intertwined so tightly he could not tell one from the other.


    Ralnulian.


    A firm voice spoke quietly in his ear. “He’s in the gods’ hands. They favor him, or they would not have gifted the Illumitae.”


    Zaran tried to shrug out from the touch. “It’s not just Taldan I fear for.”


    “Do you think I have no fear for my brother? If there is one teaching from the War Guild that I hold close, that has kept me sane these empty years, it was patience. You cannot have what you want in a moment. It comes or it does not, and you have to wait, watch, be ready to act. If you exhaust yourself, you will have nothing to give when that moment arrives.”


    Zaran felt shamed. There was not just one brother within that shield, there were two. Two who were loved equally well. He drew a steadying breath, finding himself listening to Ralnulian’s words, taking them to heart in a way that was difficult for him.


    Taldan was not alone in his stubbornness. Zaran had a fair amount of it himself, and he was not proud of the fact. Stubbornness to him always seemed to be foolish, setting yourself in a position simply because you felt you were right.


    Sometimes you weren’t, as he knew all too well.


    Sometimes it took others to bring you to a different perspective.


    For whatever reason, it was so much simpler to accept Ralnulian’s advice when it was so very difficult with others, even Naral, even Taldan, both of whom he trusted completely.


    How could this stranger have such an effect on him?


    Ralnulian eyed him, his own face drawn with whatever emotions he was withholding, before he guided Zaran across to a chair.


    Zaran wasn’t entirely sure whether he collapsed or if Ralnulian pushed him down gently, but either way, he was suddenly sitting.


    A glass of wine hovered before him, Naral holding it out with a look that promised trouble if he refused.


    He nodded, taking it without complaint, seeing his friend give Ralnulian a long, assessing look as he did so.


    Isnay was over by the window with Dransin at his elbow, staring outside, his hands clasped behind him, white knuckled. Naral’s cousin had a high stake in this as well. It was completely evident that he and Raine had formed an unbreakable friendship.


    So much depended on what was happening out of their sight.


    It was unendurable.


    “Drink.” Naral’s tone was dark with worry and stress.


    Zaran obeyed, wondering when he had lost control, obeying two men, one he hardly knew, instead of forging ahead as he usually would have done.


    He had to admit it was almost pleasant, this strangeness. Of not being in charge, if only for moments.


    He took another gulp of wine, then let his head thunk against the high chairback, exhaustion stealing over him. Ralnulian was right. He had done nothing but exhaust himself, take away energy that would be needed to deal with whatever outcome would show itself.


    He stared grimly at the Illumitae where it surged and flared, crackling with power, overlaying most of the bedroom now. They had retreated to the outer room, where they could watch, wait, without being too close to the wildly flaring energy that made their bodies flinch away.


    His hand still stung from where he had reached for Hredeen. Memories of how his friend had looked, broken, bruised…


    He covered his eyes with one hand as though it could erase the images.


    Taldan’s throat, the blood. Had it been Hredeen defending himself, or something far worse? Whatever had taken Taldan over had to be half-mad and certainly without mercy. Had some part of Taldan fought back against it?


    It all made no sense.


    He looked up at last, catching Naral’s eye. “Send someone to search the ancient texts. See if there is any reference at all for something like this occurring before.” He caught the companion’s arm before he could step away. “They have to be discreet. If this gets out…”


    Naral nodded shortly. He would know all too well how gossip traveled, how it could affect Taldan’s reign, already speculated on after his tumultuous ascension. In a time of strife, when they knew the War Guild was acting, divisiveness was the last thing they needed.


    In the other room, the Illumitae suddenly flickered. He shot to his feet, fists clenched. Ralnulian stood shoulder to shoulder with him, support that he would never have expected from the assassin who was trained to work alone.


    Isnay appeared at his elbow, eyes wide, hope etched upon his face. Dransin had one hand on the diplomat’s shoulder. Zaran could only admire the man’s courage. Along with Ralnulian, neither man had experienced the power of the gods firsthand, yet they remained, faced it.


    The blue energy filling the bedchamber seemed to thin. Zaran squinted, attempting to see through the shifting blue barrier before it simply vanished between one heartbeat and another.


    It was shockingly silent without the crackling of the Illumitae. They stood frozen for a moment before darting forward. They stopped just inside the doors of the bedroom, suddenly unsure whether to advance or not, staring at the tableau upon the bloodstained bed.


    Hredeen was nestled against Raine’s chest, the Chosen lying on his back, eyes closed, one arm around the assassin. On Raine’s other side, Taldan was pulled close, his face hidden against Raine’s neck, the Chosen holding him as tightly as he held Hredeen.


    The sight of the three of them, all breathing, all obviously alive, drove Zaran to his knees.


    He knelt there, humbled in a way he could not really conceive. His watery gaze roved over the trio, taking in details that made him grateful and yet angry in the same breath.


    He could faintly see a mark upon his brother’s throat and realized there had to have been divine healing for such a miracle to occur. Yet Hredeen seemed little better than before. His eyes were closed, thankfully, but the bruises were more noticeable now than in the frantic minutes of discovery. His wrist was bandaged, no doubt the work of Raine.


    There had been no healing there that he could identify. Yet, the blood no longer trickled from his lips, so perhaps there was more that Zaran was not understanding.


    He felt so torn. He was grateful to the gods to witness their grace and power in that almost-unmarred throat, but it made Hredeen’s state so much more poignant. If they had the power to heal Taldan, then why not Hredeen? Did a title make one so much more worthy than the other?


    He fought down his warring emotions, tamping them down into control.


    Rising to his feet, he stepped cautiously forward. He realized that Naral had returned to the room and stood by him, taking the place of Ralnulian, who stepped back, remaining in the doorway, as though he did not feel it was his place to remain at his side.


    It felt empty and cold where he had stood.


    Zaran lifted his chin. He was a prince of Anrodnes. He had always been silent, a watcher, alone. Only Taldan and Naral had ever broken that wall and stepped inside.


    He didn’t need anyone else. Never would.


    Upon reaching the bed, he hesitated, waiting for the Illumitae to return, to strike out, but it was painfully absent. Another step, then he could reach out, hesitant but determined, to touch Taldan’s back, relieved to feel the heat of life, feel the rise and fall of his breathing. The relief made his knees weak, and he felt Naral support him, the companion looking none too steady himself.


    Zaran forced himself to move around the footboard, coming up on the other side of the massive bed. His hand hovered over Hredeen, unsure where to touch, where he would not cause pain. In the end, he didn’t touch him at all but reached out to lay a hand upon Raine’s shoulder.


    The Chosen’s eyes flickered, then abruptly opened, something feral and protective lurking in their depths.


    Zaran was relieved when the Chosen’s sense seemed to come back to him and he calmed, giving a small nod to the prince.


    “They sleep,” Raine said, his voice a bare whisper.


    Zaran relaxed, a shudder running through his frame, nodding back.


    “I think we will need privacy,” Raine continued, louder now, stronger. “But there must be guards, those you trust, at the outer doors. I don’t know what is happening with the Shadows, but that has to be dealt with. I need to know where they are in this, what happened to leave them unable or unwilling to act.” There was a strength to Raine’s voice by the end, an expectation that his wishes would be carried out, something Zaran had never seen within him before.


    It was both shocking and yet wonderful to hear.


    Whatever had happened behind that shield, it had brought Raine into a protective state that made his strength rise. The gods had chosen him for a reason, and at this moment, it was very clear that the young man had come into his own, something that Zaran had never expected. Raine had always seemed so unsure, so tentative.


    “I will see it done,” Zaran promised.


    Raine closed his eyes once more, as though trusting Zaran implicitly.


    Zaran found himself smiling a little, shaking his head. The gods knew what they were doing. He had to remember that. His own limited perspective would never have the knowledge that they possessed.


    Raine was the true Chosen. This was only the proof.


    His gaze slid to Hredeen, the smile dying. Where would this leave the assassin?


    He chastised himself. Had he not just answered himself? The gods knew. That should be enough. It was evident that the Illumitae had accepted Hredeen when it could well have killed him. Zaran reached out, ran a finger over the bracelet that encased his friend’s wrist. A second Chosen.


    What did this mean for them all?


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen woke abruptly, as he always did, motionless. Some instinct, some faint memory insisted he was not safe, wherever he was.


    He listened. There was the sound of his breathing, along with two other people.


    He was lying upon someone’s chest, which rose and fell steadily in sleep, and the bed felt so familiar…


    His senses went on high alert, and he drew a discreet breath, trying to scent his surroundings. He had always had an almost mystic ability to distinguish smells, most that no one around him could even begin to detect. He had used it to advantage more than once on his missions.


    He hurt. The pain made no sense…


    Memories came, harsh, inescapable, Taldan’s face twisted into madness, malice…


    His breath froze, his body stiffening despite his training. It took every bit of will not to move, to strike out.


    The scents he could detect confused him. He could definitely identify Taldan, but it was not the emperor who held him, who cradled him, holding him as though he were precious.


    The scent was softer, almost familiar.


    Raine.


    His head hurt. Confusion reigned.


    It was like the memories were some horrible nightmare, yet the pain his body bore proved that it was all too real.


    What part was Raine playing in this? He was here. Did this mean he approved of Taldan’s actions?


    Hredeen swallowed hard, then slowly, cautiously, opened his eyes.


    The familiar surroundings made his chest ache.


    Taldan’s room. A place of such happiness.


    At least it had been.


    The mere act of breathing hurt, and he fought back a moan as he tried to discreetly move his left arm. The ache within his wrist was no longer biting, harsh, but faintly throbbing, and movement set it to dull pain.


    His wrist. Memory blurred as he considered how it had been injured. He tried to bring it up to where he could see it. He remembered it breaking, the unbelievable pain—now it seemed it was bandaged, the sharp, biting pain down to a dull throbbing. It felt almost…healed.


    How…?


    He lay there, trying to get his senses back. He had to leave, had to get away before Taldan did something incredibly foolish.


    This had to be Hredeen’s fault. Something about him had driven his prince—his emperor—quite mad. What it was made no sense, but if Taldan could not act, then Hredeen would.


    He forced himself to roll slowly away from Raine’s loose embrace, managed to sit up on the edge of the bed, blackness teasing at the edges of his consciousness. He cradled the injured wrist close, then gritted his teeth and slid off the high mattress, having to lean on the bed to stay vertical.


    He cursed his weakness. This was little enough in comparison to the past tortures he had undergone. Yet something about this stole his strength, his will, leaving him broken more than the War Guild had ever managed.


    Hredeen braced himself for that first step.


    “Hredeen.”


    That beloved voice, though harsh and cracked, was so familiar, so missed, yet now it sent a bolt of fear through him.


    His gaze darted across the sleeping figure of Raine to meet Taldan’s haunted blue eyes.


    The emperor had risen to one elbow, and he looked absolutely wretched, his face pale, a mark at his throat…


    Hredeen gaze sharpened at the faint pink scar, the angle of it.


    His eyes widened, a flash of memory coming to the fore. Taldan had been ready to rape him. Had been kneeling between his legs, possessive rage first and foremost in his expression.


    Hredeen had been only half-conscious at that point, but he could vaguely remember the emperor suddenly jerking away, curses rising as he stumbled over to the bed and pulled a dagger from his cast-aside belt.


    Then nothing.


    His eyes rose to Taldan’s. Whatever had taken over, whatever had risen the night before, was gone now. The grief, shame, and despair he could see within those beautiful eyes told him that his beloved was present.


    It was completely evident that even if Hredeen was still not remembering everything, Taldan was.


    Taldan forced himself up, sitting cross-legged upon the bed, the covers falling back to pool around his lap. The emperor cradled his head in his hands. By the shadows that lay beneath his eyes, he was having one of his headaches, the ones that always made him so ill.


    Hredeen wanted to go to him, wanted to hold that beloved form, to cradle his head and stroke the silver hair, gently massage the tight neck muscles.


    Instead, he stood frozen, feeling like an impenetrable wall had formed between them, a distance that created more pain than his injuries.


    Taldan’s eyes trailed down him, guilt evident as he viewed each bruise, each mark, until his eyes rested on Hredeen’s right wrist, not the injured one.


    Hredeen’s gaze followed his, and his eyes widened as he realized that a bracelet encased his limb, ornate, beautiful. The mark of a Chosen.


    A faint memory of blue light between them entered Hredeen’s mind. The incredible sense of power, of connection…


    It was done then. Unbreakable. For life.


    He was a Chosen. The gods, for whatever cursed reason, had accepted this, had created this atrocity. One emperor, two Chosen.


    This could not bring anything but grief for all concerned.


    His fist clenched, anger rising to the fore.


    Taldan made a sound in his throat, a sound of unimaginable pain, before he rolled away, sliding off the bed and grabbing a robe, pulling it on with jerky, uncoordinated movements.


    He stood silent and still, not meeting Hredeen’s eyes.


    “There are not words for what I have done. I tried to take my life, to make reparation.” A grimace contorted his features. “The gods would not allow it.”


    A shaft of pain sliced through Hredeen as he imagined that moment, the pain that would have preceded it, when Taldan must have risen to wrest control away from whatever entity had controlled him. The realization of what had been done had driven him to bring his own blade to his throat.


    If nothing else, Hredeen knew, down to his very soul, that Taldan would not have done this to him of his own free will. It was not in his nature. Not in his soul.


    But to come back to one’s self, to know what he had been about to do…


    Taldan was never forgiving of his own actions. He was far harsher with himself than with anyone else.


    Yet Hredeen couldn’t speak, couldn’t comfort or deny the impact of what had happened.


    Silence fell, heavy and painfully thick.


    Taldan closed his eyes and turned away. “I cannot retract this, much though I wish I could. I cannot take back what has happened, regardless of its cause. Only know that I—” He choked off, breathed deeply as though to control himself. “Will do what I can to mitigate this mess. I will do whatever you feel is best for you. Anything.” He turned his head and met Hredeen’s wary gaze head-on.


    “I love you. I know that now, far too late. I have been a fool, blaming you for what happened when it was never your fault, not at all. I acted like a child, a foolish, selfish child who saw only his own point of view.” His lips twisted. “I deserve everything that happens from now on. I deserve to suffer for the destruction of what I held dear.” He bowed his head, then glanced at the still-sleeping Raine, his expression broken and tired to the bone. “Not only have I destroyed us, I will—no doubt—destroy Raine as well.”


    He pushed away from the bed, walking like an old man to the doorway, where he paused, hand on the door frame.


    “I will ensure that you are protected from me in any and every way possible,” he whispered, then disappeared into the outer room. Moments later, Hredeen heard the door open and then close softly.


    The silence left behind was thick with portent.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    Raine woke to the sound of singing. It was soft and so low that he almost thought he was dreaming. He drifted in the sound, feeling sadness tug at him. The song hinted at sorrow, at a grief so deep that it was unendurable.


    The words were in a different language, one so melodious that it would seem musical even in simple speech.


    He listened, slowly waking, blinking his eyes and staring blankly at the ceiling.


    He turned his head slowly.


    Hredeen was curled in the window seat, the heavy curtains that often darkened Taldan’s room thrown back, the sunlight streaming in and piercing the gloom.


    The beauty of the wood paneling that graced the walls was revealed clearly, and the room felt so much brighter, warmer. Raine knew the reasons that Taldan shut out the world, but it seemed such a shame for the room to be encased in near darkness most of the time.


    He watched Hredeen in silence, unmoving.


    The sunlight backlit Hredeen’s face, his hair almost glowing in its embrace, as though he were a child of light. Raine had always felt there was something ethereal about the man, and certainly at the moment, he looked far more than human, something divine perhaps.


    Raine noted that Hredeen was rubbing his wrist. Despite the gods’ healing, the cuts must still hurt terribly even if the bone itself was mended.


    Hredeen’s song trailed off, and he turned his head to meet Raine’s stare. His expression was completely neutral, almost blank, a worrying sign. Raine might not have known Hredeen well, but the man fairly pulsed with life and energy. To see him like this was a great wrongness that made Raine’s chest tighten.


    He held out a hand, lying where he was, quietly awaiting the other Chosen’s reaction to his gesture.


    Hredeen eyed him, something hard and wary in his eyes, showing the assassin within him.


    Raine found he could not flinch away from the thought of all Hredeen had done in the War Guild’s name, those who had died under his hand. All he was capable of doing now, in pain and fear.


    Hredeen was so much more than his past. Even with so little interaction as they’d had, Raine knew that without a doubt.


    The other man finally rose to his feet, but there was an uncertainty in the motion, a lack of grace that was so foreign to everything Hredeen was.


    “Come. Let me hold you,” Raine said. “You need to rest, let the wound heal fully, the bruises fade. I am sure you ache fiercely right now.” He kept his tone even, not forcing the issue, letting Hredeen make his own decision on how to handle this. He just wanted the other Chosen to know that Raine was not an opponent, not a barrier to his future here.


    The assassin paused near the bed, narrowing his eyes as though reading Raine in some manner. Perhaps it was a skill that a child would learn when all those around you were there to harm, to hurt.


    Raine understood that all too well.


    He and Hredeen were more similar than he had ever realized. Perhaps they could understand each other in a manner that others could not. It was a pleasant, wistful thought.


    At last, hesitant, Hredeen held out his own hand, taking a slow step forward like a wary animal leery of contact.


    Raine held his own hand steady, waiting patiently, letting the other man come to him. He had worked with horses for years, knew the value of patience and calm stillness.


    He kept his gaze trained on Hredeen, meeting his eyes squarely, keeping his breath even, his body relaxed into a sprawl.


    Their fingers touched. Raine felt a bolt of heat shoot from the simple contact. It took all his will not to react, not to jerk back and away from the strangeness.


    Hredeen cocked his head, curiosity replacing the hard wariness in his expression.


    “Well. That is entirely different.” Hredeen’s voice was hoarse, with nothing of the beauty of his singing, and Raine conceived the idea that he must have been singing softly for a very long while. Or perhaps it was more than that, perhaps he had been crying.


    Raine felt distress at the thought, as he always did whenever anyone was upset and needing comfort. He was not one who could step aside when others hurt. It would have made his life so much simpler if he could.


    More than once, he had paid dearly for such an action. His brothers had seen such empathy as a sign of weakness and yet another reason to abuse him in whatever form their tempers demanded that day.


    Hredeen put a knee upon the bed and slowly slid onto it. Raine moved back to accommodate him, to give him room between them.


    “You and Taldan must have had words this morning while I was sleeping.” He felt the matter needed to be tackled head-on, not skirted around or ignored. A wound this great deserved discussion.


    Hredeen made a sound in his throat, a sort of choked laugh that told much on its own. “Words. Yes, we spoke. Or he did.”


    Raine nodded, waited.


    “He expounded on his guilt. Apologized profusely. Told me that the deed was done, but that he would ensure we had nothing to do with each other.” Hredeen’s eyes grew dark. “Promised me protection from him.”


    Raine’s heart spasmed. He wanted to get up, find Taldan. Comfort him. Yet Hredeen needed him as well. Both were so wounded, and there was no clear border of right and wrong within this matter. Not with Taldan’s actions seemingly directed by the Illumitae itself. There was so little information, so little that he could study to try to explain Taldan’s actions. Try to find absolution for what he had done.


    The one who had suffered the most from those actions sat beside him.


    “And you? How do you feel about all this?” Raine tilted his head, waiting.


    Hredeen gave a wry grimace, hands stroking over the sheet that he had wrapped around himself for modesty. “I feel nothing. I am numb. It is as though I know I should be angry, shocked, full of a thirst for reprisal, but…even now, in memory, I know it was not him.” He met Raine’s compassionate look with a shake of his head. “Or perhaps I am making excuses for him.”


    He reached out and finally took Raine’s hand in his again. There was no shock this time, no course of heat from the contact. Raine breathed a sigh of relief. There was enough confusion around this entire matter without having some out-of-control attraction added to the mix.


    What Hredeen’s relationship would be with Raine was something for the future, something that could only be clear with time. He was not about to speculate on it now.


    “He told me he loved me.” There was the faintest note of wonder within Hredeen’s tone, and Raine felt his heart sink, a cold feeling snaking up his spine. He had known, had always known that Taldan was not his, that his heart lay elsewhere, but to hear the words affected him all the same. What would be the difference between the first Chosen and the second? Any at all? Or would Raine be the odd one out? It had been so pleasant to have Taldan’s complete attention, to feel the man’s attraction and know he was wanted. For once in his life, he was wanted.


    Now, with the relationship between the three of them newly born, what would their roles be?


    He looked down at their joined hands and stifled his fears.


    This man had gone through so much. Raine could not find it in himself to do anything to harm him in the least.


    He was such a fool.


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan stumbled up the tower stairs, his breath hard and harsh, a feeling of desperation tearing at his thoughts.


    Or were they his thoughts?


    He had not felt the change last night, had not realized when his own personality was overlaid with another. Perhaps he was already insane, blaming another being for his own failings, his own actions.


    He flung himself out the door at the top of the tower, crashing against the railing that ran around the circumference of the balcony. His fingers clenched over the metal, whitening with the force of his grip. He took a deep, shuddering breath, staring down below from this massive height.


    He leaned forward, further, further, almost hypnotized by the cleansing death that lay so close. If he died, then the bond would break, and Hredeen and Raine would be free. Free of a madman. A monster.


    A force pushed him back with shocking power, so that he stumbled against the tower wall and slid down its surface, half dazed.


    Realization came, and he cursed, rage and pain rising to twine around his thoughts.


    The gods. They ruled him like a chess piece, and obviously, it was not in their plan to allow him to die. To find peace.


    Words formed in his mind, as clear as if the speaker stood before him. There was no mercy in the message.


    If he died, the empire would be without an emperor, and it would fall.


    To the War Guild.


    He flinched, dropped his face into his hands and just breathed. He tried to tamp down the rage he felt, the rage that felt all too similar to what had created this disaster to begin with.


    Time passed, fast or slow, he could not tell, but at last he could breathe again. He raised his head, rested it against the cold stone behind him. A chorus of calls brought his focus back. He glanced up, watching a flight of birds that circled overhead, envying them their freedom.


    He was trapped here. That fact had never been as apparent as now, when he wanted to flee, to disappear and never come back.


    That was not his fate. Not even death could take him, it seemed. He was emperor and it was his prison. All his dreams of achieving greatness, of becoming something finer than those who had gone before, now lay in dust. There was nothing he could possibly do to redeem himself from this moment. Nothing at all.


    He raised a hand to his throat, remembering the bite of steel, the pain and burn as it sliced into his flesh, the feeling of absolution, self-hatred, and grim desperation. He had woken to his true self at the moment he was about to pierce Hredeen, take his will, his body, and forge a bond that would be destructive, possessive, powerful in all the wrong ways. A dark power.


    He had woken and known true horror. In that moment, he had found the will to jerk his body away, to break whatever hold the entity, the memories of another emperor, had upon him. It had taken all his strength of mind, all his love for Hredeen, to force the darkness back, to overcome what that entity wanted to create.


    He had fallen upon the bed, writhing, desperate, feeling as though at any moment he would lose the battle. He had seen his belt, lying thrown carelessly across the footboard, and he had lunged for it, pulled the knife free and raised it without the slightest compunction to slash his own throat. There had not been the power behind the slash he would have liked, but it had done enough. The shock of the pain seemed to have driven that other part away, as though it fled the body and left him in charge of what would now occur.


    He had lain there, feeling his life force slip away, and he could find no regrets. What he had done could never be repaired, never be condoned nor healed.


    He was a monster. Then to wake to see the state Hredeen was in—to realize that he himself had survived, the gods refusing his sacrifice emphatically—had been soul-destroying.


    To see that wrist, the bracelet, to view the bruises and the broken gaze, it had been more than he could bear. The bond was not full, but sparked and twisted, not anything loving within it. Without the sexual act, without the gift of rain, the sign of approval, it could only be a half-formed, brittle, and forever darkened thing.


    What he had wished for, dreamed of for so long, had turned into something tainted and broken. A nightmare beyond his comprehension.


    He had taken the one he loved beyond words and smashed the beauty of their past into something shattered, sharp, twisted.


    Not ever repairable.


    Taldan wrapped his arms around himself, unable to stop shivering as he stared at the fading sun.


    He struggled to keep his breath even, his thoughts dampened into numbness. He watched the sunset with blind focus, sitting on the balcony high above the world below. As a god, looking down upon his world, his people.


    Should not a god be able to remain remote from it all? Was that how the emperors had survived down through the years, by pulling back, denying all emotions, all connection to anything and anyone they might harm with the madness that pulled at them? Hidden behind a golden mask. Trapped within a body that was not made to hold the powers of the gods, no matter how diluted those powers might be, their minds slipping into a state that was nothing a mortal man could control.


    It showed the strength of his lineage that more had not succumbed to their own madness.


    The thought calmed him somewhat, realizing that he was not the only one who had gone through this. What other broken dreams and shattered relationships lay in the past, unknown, unrecorded, lost in time?


    Was that why there were so few records of the emperors personally? Only their official deeds and actions were written. Everything else, what they might have thought or what their lives had been, was silent.


    Was that going to be his legacy as well? His shame forever shielded behind that silence, so that none of his descendants would know and judge him for it? Was that what the mask concealed?


    It seemed a lie, a terrible, soul-destroying lie.


    He shivered harder from a chill that seemed to enter his very bones.


    A thick blanket came down around his shoulders, providing immediate warmth and an incredible comfort, as though he could hide in its folds, not have to face all that he had done.


    Looking up, expecting Naral or Raine, he was shocked to see it was Nie. The Shadow’s long fingers tucked the blanket closely around him.


    The Shadow had never shown any personal concern over him before. None of them ever had. From what his father had told him, they never had to any emperor or heir. They guarded, but there seemed to be no emotion to the task. They rotated through their silent numbers, but each one was the same. Rarely speaking unless spoken to, never seeming to exist outside their duty.


    Nie was the only one that Taldan had ever felt was more invested. There had been times he had smiled, a small one to be sure, but there all the same. Some of his comments had been drily humorous, and he always seemed to be the one most closely associated with Taldan himself.


    For him to see Taldan like this, broken, as no emperor should be, acting like a child instead of a man, shamed Taldan greatly. But he could not force himself to react, to move, to be what the world expected of him.


    Nie crossed in front of him, leaning on the tower’s ornate metal railing. He seemed to watch the sunset for a moment before he turned back and faced Taldan. The setting sun haloed him from behind, and more than ever, Taldan felt the strangeness of the Shadows, the feeling that they were not human at all. Such a thing seemed impossible, but Taldan’s instincts had always pointed to that idea.


    “You and the others have been distant since yesterday.” Taldan’s voice surprised him, hoarse and broken as it was. Like the call of a crow. Nothing like his usual smooth tone.


    “We were waiting.” Nie’s words held a darkness, and Taldan could not help but shiver, pulling the blanket closer.


    “For?”


    “To see where you would go with this. To see if the blood that you bear, so ancient, so blessed, would turn on itself, become the darkness. Again.”


    Taldan caught a glimpse of dark eyes watching him, weighing him. He wished that for once, he could see the entirety of the man’s face, read the expressions and know what Nie was thinking.


    He caught his breath, gave a humorless laugh, feeling shame rise all over again. These men had known what he had almost done, what shame he held.


    “You are strong,” Nie continued. “You fought back—and won. You did not let him win, did not give him dominion over you. That is no easy task. Instead of feeling shame and self-hatred, perhaps you would do better to realize that you pushed back a force that could have destroyed you, changed the course of the empire’s history for the worse. Perhaps you should glory that you stopped at all.”


    “Him? Who do you mean?” The silence, the lack of answer made him shake his head, too exhausted and broken to continue pursuing the question. “I harmed one I love. I cannot see that as any glory at all,” Taldan snapped.


    Nie shrugged, folding his arms over his chest. “There is truth in what I say. You can use it or discard it at will. As with all things, it is a choice.”


    “So you have all waited. For what? For me to fail the second time? I will not endanger either Raine or Hredeen. If I keep my distance…”


    “The empire will fall.” The blunt words, an echo of what he had heard in his mind earlier, struck Taldan fiercely and he flinched.


    “I see no other course.” He was well aware that his tone was broken, hopeless.


    “Then search for one. Do not assume that the way things currently are is all that is possible.” Nie watched him with the intense focus of the predator he was. “You are more than that. You can and will defeat this. There are things to come—” He cut off abruptly, shaking his head. “No. There are choices you must make before that time, and I cannot guide you. It must be your own decision.”


    “If I had failed, let whatever is within the Illumitae overcome me, what would the Shadows have done?” He fought to keep his voice steady.


    Nie’s lips curved into something grimly sinister. “We would have killed you. By the gods’ will. Such darkness happened before and must never return.”


    The words made a chill run down Taldan’s spine. Those he trusted would have turned on him. Killed him. He would never have seen it coming.


    “It would have been my own blade. It would have been swift and as painless as I could make it, but I would have followed my orders, our orders.”


    Taldan sucked in a breath, feeling a frisson of fear run over his nerves. He was alone, Nie only a short distance away. Why did he seek death by his own hand, yet fear his own murder?


    Nie gave a grim, twisted smile. “Our orders are clear. If the darkness should rise, as it has in the past, it must be eliminated swiftly, even if the empire must fall as a consequence.”


    Taldan struggled to his feet, wanting to meet this sudden threat on more level ground. He had thought himself protected. He had been wrong it seemed.


    He leaned against the cold tower wall, the chill of the stones seeming to leach into his very soul.


    Nie watched him in silence. “Your brother is asking questions as to our actions as we speak. We have told him only that we did not, could not defy your will. He does not know what the result would have been if you gave in to the past. The test that this all was. So far, Your Imperial Majesty, you have won the battle. Not the war. You cannot let down your guard, for know that the threat within you is powerful. That is all I am allowed to tell you. The rest you must discover, search for.” Nie’s jaw tightened, a muscle twitching. “Remember that you are not alone, but only if you are brave enough to let others in, to respect their opinions, to trust them. That is all I can gift you.” He leaned forward, and Taldan’s hand inched toward his dagger, even though he knew full well that Nie could harm him in a breath. “You are not alone,” he repeated softly before stepping back, fading into the shadows near the curve of the wall even as running footsteps sounded upon the twisting stairway that led upward.


    Raine came bursting through the doorway, almost stumbling to a halt as he saw Taldan, concern clear in his expression.


    Behind him, Nie nodded once, touched his heart in respect, and then silently passed through the doorway and out of sight.


    Taldan stiffened at Raine’s arrival, fists clenching, fear rising.


    He was not used to fear, not used to feeling this complete loss of control. Of shame.


    The thought of facing someone, anyone, right now was terrifying. He could not meet Raine’s eyes, could not let him see what lay within his own.


    Taldan could feel the weight of Raine’s stare. It was a measure of their link that he knew Raine was not blaming him in the least.


    That was like acid upon his skin. He needed to be blamed, needed to suffer.


    His brief strength faded, he slid down the wall once more, dimly dismayed that he was displaying his weakness so vividly.


    His Chosen, first Chosen, came slowly before him, blocking out the brilliant sunset. Taldan looked up at last but could not see Raine’s expression, only feel his compassion.


    Raine slowly knelt before him. Then he leaned forward, gently pulling the mask up and off, setting it aside. He placed his hands upon Taldan’s shoulders and let his forehead rest against Taldan’s so that they were breathing each other’s air, completely linked, mind, body, and soul.


    Taldan let out a choked sob as he felt the reality of what Raine was projecting. Love, acceptance, compassion, understanding. Taldan wanted to jerk away, to hold onto his self-destruction, but there was nowhere to go. For his size, Raine had a strong grip. He held to Taldan firmly, no give in those slim fingers.


    His first Chosen said nothing, did nothing more than hold Taldan, and gradually whatever energy he was sending began to make its way into Taldan. His muscles began to tremble uncontrollably, his eyes filled with shameful tears. Then he lost all control, wrapping his arms around Raine and bringing him close so that his Chosen was half sprawled over his lap.


    Great, gulping sobs…


    The sound of his own pain lifted into the darkening sky.


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran wandered the silent halls.


    His conversation with the Shadow he had cornered still ran in his mind.


    He had claimed that they could not deny the emperor, yet there was something in the tone the Shadow used. Something that whispered of far more than he was saying. Secrets. Reasons withheld. It frustrated Zaran that he would have no true answer for Raine.


    It was long into the night, and most had found their own beds. Even the servants were resting. He was alone, and for once, that was not a state he was enjoying. Naral had left some time before, slipping out to meet with Fagan, and Zaran felt the loss. There was someone in his friend’s life now, however tenuous the relationship might seem to be.


    The closeness they had enjoyed seemed less somehow. Zaran shook his head at his own foolishness. This had been bound to happen, and really the only surprise was that it had not occurred sooner. They were not young men anymore, not children to hold to each other.


    He had longed to go see Taldan, to try to comfort him, but his brother was nowhere to be found. One of the Shadows he had passed had finally told him that Raine was with him, atop the tower.


    Zaran knew then that his presence would not be welcomed.


    Better that the Chosen work his magic.


    Thoughts of the second Chosen made him go to find Hredeen, but there again, a Shadow told him that the newly formed Chosen was refusing any and all callers.


    That left Zaran to wander and worry and attempt to find a way out of this entire mess for everyone involved.


    As though he had the power to fix it.


    He was not the emperor, not the chosen child of the gods. He was merely the second prince, insurance, no more than that.


    Bitterness, long honed and fought, rose to the surface once more. He was beyond thankful for Taldan, for the way his brother had sidestepped tradition and raised Zaran himself, with a care that although was not blatant, was still evident enough to Zaran’s starved senses.


    Without that link, Zaran didn’t wish to think of what he would have become. A dark, brittle being, full of resentment. Perhaps that was why so many of the second princes had become a threat. All he knew was that he had walked a different path and he was grateful for it.


    Now, the thought of Taldan hurting only hurt him as well, the price for caring, for being emotional.


    He was discovering that he held far, far more emotion within him than he would ever have imagined, and it was terrifying in its force. Zaran had been taught for so long that such a thing was dangerous, undesirable. He felt like he was becoming someone else entirely, and nothing he did could change things back.


    Zaran rounded the corner and slipped into the rooftop garden. Soft lights lit the space, making it mysterious and almost magical. He had often come here as a child, hiding in the small areas that were tucked away behind trees and shrubs, where he could watch the world go by and never be seen. It had been a gods’ send to a little boy who did not understand his place in the world or the coldness his father and those other than Naral and his brother always showed him. As though he did not matter in the least.


    He wandered slowly through the foliage. The path was almost overgrown in places. It seemed so much smaller now than when he was a child, when it had seemed massive, like another world entirely.


    Ducking under a stout branch, he headed toward the sound of a fountain, an ancient structure that held the patina of age, moss abounding upon its worn stone surface.


    The fountain was in the shape of the royal dragon. It had always fascinated him as a child, so much so that he truly believed that if he stared long enough, the creature would come to life.


    He gave a rueful smile at the gullibility of youth, then paused, seeing a figure sitting on the edge of the fountain, a long-fingered hand trailing in the waters.


    Ralnulian. How was it that they always ended up in the same vicinity? Who was trailing whom? Or was it something else entirely?


    Ralnulian glanced up, and Zaran had no doubt that the assassin had known of his coming far, far before now, perhaps even when he had first entered the garden. The man’s senses seemed just that sharp, that honed.


    Watching Ralnulian and Hredeen fight during the battle with Odenar had been a true honor, pure beauty in motion. Deadly but fascinating.


    Now the assassin was at rest, though his piercing look never lessened in intensity. There was an awareness of his surroundings that Zaran would never be able to emulate. Zaran remembered the scars that had littered the man’s back and shuddered. No wonder Ralnulian had the survival skills he did. It was not just the training that had created his wariness.


    Yet his gaze was calm, his look welcoming. It denoted a strength of will and character that the prince greatly admired.


    In silence, he finally chose to sit down almost in touching distance, the quiet between them pleasant rather than unnerving.


    “I worry for them all. Taldan, Raine, Hredeen,” Zaran whispered at last, cupping his palm to catch some of the cascading water. “I cannot see how this can possibly work out.”


    Ralnulian shook his head, a rueful quirk to his lips. “It is not up to us to understand where the future lies. That is a useless endeavor. We can only face it, day by day, a piece at a time. To look at it as a whole is to invite despair.”


    “You are painfully wise.” Zaran managed a small smile.


    “A wisdom gained painfully,” Ralnulian countered, his own smile pulling at the scarring on his face. Zaran had grown used to the marks, had begun to see them as a measure of the man’s survival, a sign of his strength. He wondered how Ralnulian saw them. He certainly made no effort to hide any of his scars, so it would seem that he had gained some degree of acceptance. Perhaps that was why he was able to be so calm. He had left the past where it belonged and moved on, scars and all.


    Zaran found himself reaching out toward those scars, not thinking, before curling his fingers into his palm and withdrawing his hand, shamed.


    Ralnulian caught his hand, slowly pulling it to his face, to the scars, his eyes fixed upon Zaran’s.


    The prince held his breath, hesitating before gently touching, letting his fingertips ghost over the gnarled surface. It was only then that he came to a realization that made him blink in astonishment. There was no stubble upon Ralnulian’s face.


    Zaran had paid no attention to the matter, assuming that the assassin was one who was fastidious over his shaving practices, or that the scarring prevented hair growth, but this close, there was not the faintest shadow even on the unmarred side of his face.


    He looked up, met those beautiful hazel eyes with shock in his own. Stories, myths flooded his mind, leaving him reeling.


    “It can’t be true.”


    Ralnulian tilted his head, a smile curving his lips, a hint of mischief in his expression. “No?”


    “It is only legend, not truth. Just stories.”


    “My mother was no legend. Only a woman with two bloodlines within her. She passed that on to us. As part bloods, there are characteristics that both Hredeen and I carry.”


    Zaran thought back frantically, trying to remember if he had ever seen Hredeen with the shadow of a beard. He knew that the concubines had ways and means of eliminating unwanted hair to present smooth skin, and he had always assumed that that was why Hredeen was so perfectly groomed.


    Now…


    “You’re an elf.” The words felt wrong even as he said them. It was not possible…


    Ralnulian smiled, truly smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners and humor lighting his expression.


    “Only a bit.”


    Zaran gaped at the comment, disbelief coursing through him. “That’s impossible.”


    The assassin shook his head, smile lingering. “So you keep saying. That is the very reason the grandmaster stole Hredeen and me away. He wanted to create an assassin beyond normal abilities, a counter for the Shadows is my best guess. The Shadows protect the emperor. Now that we know they want to destroy the emperor, it all makes sense. He would need those with the same abilities as the Shadows themselves.”


    Zaran stared. “The Shadows are elves?” He felt like he had fallen into a reality where nothing made sense. He pinched himself, yelping at the resulting pain and rubbing the abused area ruefully.


    Ralnulian grinned at his antics. “All these years and no one came to the correct conclusion? Their abilities are legend and painfully obvious once you know the truth.” The smile faded away. “I count myself as human, Zaran. Only that. I know nothing of elves. Only a smattering of a half-forgotten language and a faint memory of my mother’s almost otherworldly beauty. Please, don’t share what you know to others who would use the knowledge against me, against Hredeen.”


    “And what of the Shadows?”


    Ralnulian’s grimace said much. “Somehow, I don’t think the Shadows need any protection we could provide.”


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine had his arms wrapped tightly around Taldan’s shoulders. Both of them were silent now, the outburst of emotion fading away slowly into exhaustion. Taldan was holding Raine just as tightly, and the affirmation of caring was a balm to Raine’s doubts and fears.


    “The gods knew what they were doing when they sent you to me,” Taldan whispered, slowly straightening a bit to wipe self-consciously at his swollen eyes.


    Raine offered his sleeve. Taldan gave a small smile, something soft and gentle in his expression, more so than had ever been between them before.


    “You’re far too good for the likes of me.” He leaned forward and captured Raine’s lips. It was an affirmation that Raine soaked in, savoring every moment of the intimacy.


    Taldan drew back slowly, letting his fingers trace over Raine’s cheekbone. “You looked after him, didn’t you? As I could not.”


    Raine eyed him before nodding. “I know this looks impossible right now, that nothing can ever be right again, but we will find a way. We get past this day, then tomorrow. Things change, reform, heal. New ideas emerge. We just have to take it a bit at a time. No more than that.”


    He saw the exhaustion and despair that had worn new grooves into Taldan’s expression and rose to his feet, holding out a hand.


    “There is no use hiding here,” he continued. “I asked Isnay to find another room for Hredeen. It is still connected to your wing, your rooms, but he has his own space, and the two of you can begin to find a way through this.”


    Taldan stood slowly, then staggered against Raine as though the last of his strength was finally spent. Raine slipped under his arm, steadying him, leading his shambling steps through the doorway to begin the long trek down the curving staircase.


    Even the link between them was dull and muddled, just a sense of numb exhaustion coming to Raine’s attention.


    His lips thinned, and his grip tightened. The three of them were now intertwined, for life, no less. He was the only one at the moment who was capable of steering their leaky, listing ship, and he accepted the challenge with a determination that would have stunned his brothers.


    Taldan and Hredeen needed him.


    He would not fail them.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    There was a faint noise outside the window of his new room, and Hredeen tensed, fingers closing around his dagger, his eyes narrowing.


    A curse rang out, followed by billowing dust and a rain of twigs and leaves, then a figure crashed down upon the balcony. The person sat up slowly, groaning as he moved and glancing upward with a betrayed expression.


    Prince Zaran had just crashed onto his balcony.


    Hredeen released his grip, slamming the dagger back down into its sheath as he advanced upon the intruder, feeling humor well up despite the circumstances.


    Zaran glanced up at him shamefaced. “I know you said you didn’t want to let anyone in, but we were so worried…”


    We.


    Hredeen shook his head. “You can come down now, brother. Good job of almost killing the imperial heir by the way.”


    Ralnulian leaped down to the balcony railing, balancing there with incredible grace before descending to the balcony itself, looking upon Zaran with a grin and offering his hand.


    The prince rose slowly, checking for injuries and glaring at his compatriot. “You said it was an easy way down using the vines. A child could do it.”


    Ralnulian shrugged, eyes glinting. “How was I supposed to know the vines were that old and full of deadwood? I would have assumed that such a grand palace had adequate upkeep.” His grin widened. “Not to mention, I would have thought that you would’ve mastered this art as the curious child you must have been.”


    Zaran looked outraged, pulling himself free of Ralnulian’s aid and attempting to brush himself off and regain his dignity.


    Hredeen had to cover his mouth to restrain his own inappropriate humor. It was, no doubt, considered poor decorum to laugh at the imperial heir of Anrodnes when he fell on his royal backside on your balcony.


    The prince turned a glare his way as well. “I see the similarities now. Bad blood, the both of you.” He pulled a twig out of his hair with a grimace before striding over and gently grasping Hredeen’s shoulders, staring into his eyes with far too much shrewdness for Hredeen’s taste.


    He glanced away, only to have the prince take his chin and gently guide him back so that they were eye to eye.


    Zaran’s gaze was intense, challenging but also warm. “This has happened,” the prince said, clearly speaking of events in Taldan’s bedchamber. “What are we going to do about it?”


    The matter-of-fact tone, without excess sympathy, helped tremendously. Hredeen didn’t want sympathy, wouldn’t even know what to do with it. Solutions needed to be found, attempted. This was too important to let lie. Taldan. Raine. Hredeen himself. Their fate was intertwined with the future of Anrodnes. Though this was not his country of birth, Hredeen counted it the country of his heart. Home.


    He would not let the War Guild destroy another home.


    He found himself gritting his teeth, a rising tide of rage cresting within him. For years he had been submissive, had done all that the War Guild had asked of him. It was only now, having found Ralnulian and hearing his story, that he realized there was another path despite all that the War Guild had beaten into him.


    The thought of them finding a way to take over Anrodnes, to spread their lies, to take yet more children to be their slaves, their creations…


    No.


    With his last breath, he would see them fail.


    “Hredeen,” Zaran said, still watching him closely.


    He pulled himself back to reality with effort, blinking, meeting blue eyes that were the mirror image of Taldan’s. He flinched.


    “You don’t have to do this alone. I understand you don’t even know what to do with that fact, but it is truth. I am here. Ralnulian is here. We can be silent if you wish.” He glared at Ralnulian as the other assassin scoffed. “Silent, I say.” His attention, so intense, returned to Hredeen. “We are here for you. Whatever you will need is yours.” He shook his head at Hredeen’s expression. “Not about the guild, not about the empire, about you. About what happened between you and Taldan.”


    At the needed clarification, Hredeen felt moisture well within his eyes, and he blinked it away, angry at its presence. He had learned long ago that tears availed nothing at all. He would not be driven to them now. Zaran was correct. They had each other. Working together, along with Raine, there would be ways to minimize the damage done to the role of emperor. The people needed to know nothing of what occurred, and surely they could spin something that would explain the sudden existence of a second Chosen.


    Perhaps the threat of the War Guild would be a large enough matter for the court to accept that it needed a radical solution, one never attempted before.


    They did not understand the Illumitae and how it worked. The people would assume a great many things if they managed to word it well enough.


    He sighed, let his body relax from the tense readiness that had been present since the…event…with Taldan. His mind shied away from the vague memories. If he was to move on, he needed to work beyond those thoughts, tamp them down deep inside.


    He was strong. He could do this. He could.


    Even if a small voice within him whispered that emotions not faced could well up in the future and destroy…

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


     


    Isnay


     


    Isnay sat with Dransin on the sea wall, watching the comings and goings of the various ships.


    The king of Bhantan watched the ships that left the harbor with a wistfulness that told where his thoughts lay.


    He had not spoken of much since the shocking events within the palace. Dransin had not commented, had quietly slipped in where he was needed and then retained distance when he was not. Discreet was not a word that Isnay would have associated with the man, but then Dransin was devoted to people, so perhaps that was the reason. Whatever it was, he had been a rock in the storm, never judging, never showing by word or manner that he was shocked by what had occurred. He simply did what was needed.


    Isnay glanced at the king’s profile, feeling a surge of affection that almost overwhelmed him. Once again, he was struck by the strong impression that they had known each other before. Some other time, or world, or something equally impossible.


    It made no sense, but the feeling of familiarity never faded. He had decided to let the matter be and just move with what they had.


    The sun was shining brightly, and Dransin’s hair, tightly braided as usual, lit to copper fire, stunningly beautiful. Those large green eyes, so vivid and unusual within Anrodnes, held a sadness that tore at Isnay.


    He reached out, laid a hand upon a lean cheekbone.


    Dransin blinked, as though coming back from a long distance in his thoughts, and turned his head, meeting Isnay’s fond gaze for a moment before smiling, his expression gentling into something that seemed uniquely aimed at Isnay alone.


    It warmed Isnay in a way that none of his past lovers had ever managed.


    “This is a bad time for me to be here,” Dransin said. “An exiled, so-called king is nothing that your emperor needs to cope with at the moment. Much less my little entourage and what to do with us all.”


    “You are a king. Not so-called,” Isnay whispered fiercely, leaning closer. “Even if you never return to Bhantan, you are a king. If your family, your people are too blind to see the truth, then that is their issue. The rest of us know better.”


    Dransin gave a soft laugh, raising long fingers to trace teasingly over the bridge of Isnay’s nose before tapping the end with a grin. “You are a fierce defender. I thought you were supposed to be a diplomat of note. Diplomats talk in circles, never get to the point. Yet with me, you are refreshingly blunt.”


    “With you, I don’t need to be diplomatic.” Isnay leaned against him, let his head fall against a broad shoulder. “With you, I found a part of myself I didn’t even know existed.”


    Dransin stroked a hand over Isnay’s hair before letting his arm lay over his shoulders, pulling him close.


    “I know you explained a bit about what might be happening with your emperor, the possibility that memories of the past, part of the Illumitae, might be overwhelming him. I have been thinking about the matter and have remembered a book I once studied as a youth. It was written by one of your countrymen, long, long ago. How it managed to find its way into our libraries, I have no idea. Perhaps because it did not speak about conflict or war.” His tone was bleak.


    Isnay turned to face him, disbelief rampant. “A book? It spoke of such a thing? Do you remember the name of the author or the title?”


    Dransin frowned for a moment while Isnay’s heart pounded unevenly, his hands slowly closing into anxious fists.


    “Glory of the Mind, I think the title was. By someone…last name Gwentar, I believe. I can’t remember a first name.”


    Isnay thought he would faint. “We have the original manuscript here! I have never read it, don’t know anyone who has, but when I was searching through the antiquities section of the library for another title, I remember seeing it. Francile Gwentar was a noted author of his age, and I have read two of his other works.”


    He leaped to his feet, tugging Dransin up urgently.


    This might not be the answer they sought, but it was a hope.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen raised his head, his attention diverted from the book he was reading by a sharp knock upon his door. Zaran gestured to him to remain where he was before striding over and opening it.


    Isnay stood there with Dransin and Naral at his back, his face flushed, eyes wide.


    Zaran frowned and pulled them in as he glanced into the outer rooms. There was still no sign of Raine or Taldan.


    Hredeen’s heart slowed back down to an acceptable level, his fear battling with his need to see Taldan, to ensure that he was safe from his own self-hatred.


    Naral pushed his cousin forward, hands holding his shoulders. Hredeen could see the young diplomat shaking, his skin pale as he faced Zaran.


    “Dransin believes he may have read something that might contain the knowledge we need to understand what is happening to the emperor.” Isnay’s voice was shaking.


    Zaran straightened, becoming every inch the prince he was, eyes sharpening.


    His gaze sliced to Dransin, who gave a small nod of respect before he spoke. “I was young when I read Glory of the Mind by Francile Gwentar. But I remembered it today, and I believe that it might hold some explanations, however small, for what is occurring with your brother.” He shook his head. “I apologize for not thinking of it earlier.”


    Zaran reached out and grasped his forearm. “That you have remembered it at all is a gift.”


    Isnay shot a glance at Naral, looking to his cousin for comfort. “I’m sure I saw the book, years ago, when I was poking around the antiquities area.”


    “I will go to the librarian immediately and take charge of this personally.” Naral’s tone was harsh with determination, a glint of hope in his eyes, chasing away the dull worry that had resided there since they had found Taldan and Hredeen wounded, damaged. The companion glanced at Dransin. “Would you come? If you remember…”


    The king stepped forward, Isnay at his side. “I would. Whatever I can do to help.”


    Their departure left a ringing silence in its wake.


    Ralnulian left the window seat where he had been comfortably ensconced with Cermin, speaking to him quietly as the boy drew a portrait of Zaran. The boy was completely immersed in his art, not even seeming to have noticed the newcomers or the impact of their news. The tall assassin stood, watchful, concerned eyes watching Zaran closely.


    Hredeen laid the book down with careful precision before rising to his feet and crossing to where Zaran was pacing in front of the fireplace, his face locked in a cold, hard expression, the mask he always wore to conceal his emotions. Now, after all they had been through, it looked strange upon the prince, wrong. He had become so much more than the chill, perfect prince he had been before his leave-taking. Now, whatever surged beneath the surface had become impossible to contain, and his face became more mobile, less frozen in frigid perfection.


    Hredeen liked the change. It made Zaran human, though he could understand how stressful the difference must be for his friend, raised to disdain any show of emotion at all.


    He placed himself in the prince’s path. Zaran looked up, annoyance evident for a moment before he seemed to realize who had stopped him.


    Then it was a sigh as he turned away and seated himself before Hredeen could take him to task. He held out a hand, and Hredeen came to him, sliding onto his lap with the ease of familiarity.


    They were silent, but the closeness seemed to aid Zaran, for his breath slowed, his frenzy lessened. He stroked Hredeen’s hair, laid a kiss on the crown of his head.


    “I have prayed to the gods for an answer, a way to aid Taldan. Perhaps this is their response,” he whispered as though repeating the words too loudly would negate the hope. “You know that Taldan would never…”


    Hredeen gave a rueful grimace. “I know it was not him. But without knowing who or what it was, I can’t say I want to be anywhere near him now. I seem to trigger it in some fashion.”


    Zaran frowned and shook his head. “I don’t think it is just you. Raine attempted to tell me that something was wrong with Taldan, that he was reacting strangely to Raine himself.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose, looking immeasurably weary. “I should have listened.”


    “Knowing Taldan. Knowing his strength of will, who would imagine that this would happen?” Hredeen would not let his prince take all the blame. “I don’t think any of us would have seen this earlier.”


    “Raine did.”


    “Raine picks up a lot that others miss,” Hredeen commented firmly.


    “You would have detected it, had you been here.” Zaran sounded very sure of that fact.


    Hredeen glanced over at Ralnulian, realizing that if it were not for Taldan’s exile, he would never have met his brother, never have known that he had family in a nephew, that there was a path other than what the War Guild had created. How strange the way things worked. If it was the gods, then they wove a twisted route through Hredeen’s life, never straightforward. He wanted to hate them for the past, for what he had endured as a child, but then, who was he to understand the reasoning of a divine being? His hatred would be a useless thing against whatever purpose they had for him.


    He could only stumble on, fight for what he believed in, search for a way to find his path back to Taldan, back to the love he now knew was shared between them, never one-sided as he had so long believed.


    This would not be easy, and he wasn’t sure he could ever trust again, but if they could discover whatever had acted against him, then perhaps, just perhaps, this could be mended.


    Maybe someday he would not see Taldan’s face contorted into madness, hands reaching for him, blue fire flashing…


    He shuddered, pressed more tightly against Zaran, attempting to drive back the nightmarish images.


    A hand stroked over his back, and he knew Ralnulian’s touch instantly, a measure of how far they had come. Hredeen could no longer deny that this man was blood of his blood. Family. The concept was so foreign that he often lay awake at night, mulling over how he felt about it all. It was not easy to come to any sensible conclusion at all.


    It seemed easier to just let it all happen, see where it led. He was beginning to understand Ralnulian’s state of mind and how he managed to move through life in a far calmer fashion than Hredeen had ever managed. Perhaps one just had to stop fighting every adversity and simply flow with the waters for a while.


    He closed his eyes, savoring Zaran’s warmth and feeling a traitor for the small thought that he wished it was Taldan.


     


    * * *


     


    Taldan


     


    Raine had ordered food and ensured Taldan ate with firm but loving force.


    Taldan obeyed, unable to gather the strength to protest. He was blessedly numb, unable to think of anything beyond the moment, the taste of food upon his tongue, and Raine’s presence where the younger man pressed close along his side, the faint feel of him along the link, warm and safe.


    He held to those small sensations with desperation, never wanting to remember what had occurred, what he had done. What the Shadows would have done in return. The horror of it still sparked along his nerves at odd moments so that he shuddered with it, shivering afterward, his body processing shock. He knew all the medical terms, the entire matter one he had written of for years, but to actually endure it was something else again.


    Certainly he would be able to add a thing or two to his writings after this, he mused dimly. The reality was far different than the theory or witnessing it in another.


    A knock on the door drew his attention, and he flinched, not wishing to encounter anyone else at all.


    Raine leaned in to kiss him, compassion in the gesture, before he rose to his feet and went to the door, opening it only slightly to speak to someone. Taldan thought he heard the deep tones of Naral and his appetite fled completely. He could not imagine what others were thinking of what had occurred. They must be thinking him a monster, as he was. He squeezed his eyes shut, fingers curling into fists.


    He reached over, retrieved his mask, and slid it in place, fitting into the role of emperor and leaving himself behind.


    Raine stepped back, allowing the companion entrance. The blatant hope upon his Chosen’s face caught Taldan’s attention, the feeling cascading down their link, lighting it into something incandescent.


    It gave Taldan energy. He raised his head as his friend approached, determined to take whatever Naral chose to say, to do. The companion was a man of honor and honesty. He would say what needed to be said.


    He met fierce brown eyes, holding himself ready.


    He was pulled up and crushed to Naral’s chest, his own hands coming up to uncertainly hover over his friend’s shoulders before finally wrapping around him, a soft sound of grief escaping his lips.


    “You great fool. I love you, always will. You think I would believe you capable of what happened? We will find a way past this. We will,” Naral whispered hoarsely, determination edging every word. He pushed Taldan back so that they were eye to eye. “My friendship does not depend on things going smoothly. Quite the contrary. I am your rock and always will be. Nothing and no one can persuade me that you are anything but the soul I have known since we were boys.” He leaned back in, tears in his eyes. “I know that soul, love that soul, trust that soul.”


    Taldan’s legs gave out, and he sank back upon the chair, feeling as though he were flying into thousands of pieces, only Naral’s grip keeping him solid and there.


    “We’ve found something,” Naral continued. “A manuscript that might give us information on what is occurring within you, how the Illumitae is causing this personality disorder.”


    The words bounced around Taldan’s mind until they suddenly made sense. He stared at Naral, holding his friend as tightly as Naral was holding him. “Tell me.”


    “King Dransin remembered it today from when he was a youth. Apparently, they have a copy of the book within their library. I’m surprised you haven’t read it yourself, but apparently, it was stored deep within the antiquities area where the most delicate tomes are stored. Even the librarian had a difficult time finding proof that it existed, but now, they are searching through the stacks with orders to bring it immediately here.”


    Hope rose, fragile and coated with shame. Perhaps he shouldn’t be reaching for any hope at all. Perhaps he should just accept, that no matter what, it had been his hands that had perpetrated the horrors. His hands had hurt a man he loved.


    Raine stepped up behind the chair, wrapped his arms around them both.


    “Stop,” Raine said. “Wait to see what this means, what we can discover. Self-hatred gets us nowhere.”


    There was a strength in the words, his Chosen pressing his will against Taldan’s in a way he would never have expected from the younger man. Raine, it seemed, was growing from this experience, perhaps the only positive thing to come out of this mess.


    He nodded, pulling Naral down onto another chair beside him, shamefully unable to lose contact with his friend. At least Naral seemed to be having the same problem.


    “This damn book better contain what Dransin says it does,” Naral grumbled. “I know I couldn’t remember a book I had read as a youth, no matter how I tried.”


    The curt tone and scowl made a faint smile rise on Taldan’s lips. No matter what, Naral had always been true to himself, true to Taldan, and the familiar dark expression was so welcome, a thread of normality that helped steady him.


    “But then, no one has ever said your memory is stellar.” Taldan’s words came free without thought, just their regular bantering, but the way Naral’s face lit up was gift enough.


    Naral elbowed him, more gently than normal, but still…


    Raine chivied them both to properly sit at the small table and then began to dish out more food. “I know you haven’t eaten, Naral, it’s completely obvious when you look so wan and exhausted.”


    Naral looked outraged, perhaps at having gained another person that would nag at his less-than-healthy habits. Now it would not just be Zaran keeping an eye on him. “I’ll have you know…”


    Raine raised an eyebrow, not in the least intimidated. “Yes?”


    Naral jaw snapped shut, and he scowled, picking up a fork with poor grace and shoving a mouthful in, glaring at Raine all the while.


    The Chosen nodded with satisfaction, then looked at Taldan with that same eyebrow still arched.


    Taldan didn’t argue. He simply picked up his fork, feeling his appetite come back with Naral’s presence and clear support. It was always difficult and annoying to eat with the mask in place, and he dearly wished he could forgo it. After all, Naral was his closest friend. What harm could it do?


    He sighed and let the brief rebellion against tradition go.


    He had always thought of himself as a loner, needing no one and nothing but his solitude and his experiments. If nothing else, this entire matter had brought home how little he understood himself, a humbling experience for someone who had always been considered so brilliant. Evidently, it was far easier to assess others and their actions than to look inside personal viewpoints.


    He glanced at the doorway that led to Hredeen’s new quarters, a wistful longing overcoming him. Raine put a hand over his, silent understanding in the glance.


    Again, he wondered how he could possibly deserve someone as deeply caring as Raine. His choosing had changed so many things in Taldan’s view and continued to do so. Presently, he was a needed, precious link between Taldan and his second Chosen. What he felt for Raine was growing, deepening, confusing him. It had always been Hredeen in his heart. Now Raine nestled there as well.


    He closed his eyes, a headache forming with the intensity of his thoughts. He had always ensured that his life was completely ordered, neat, understandable. This confusion was unbearable.


    Naral nudged him, making him glance at his companion in question. Naral shook his head, his gaze far too knowing.


    “Headache?”


    Naral had seen the result of such things before, when Taldan had been bedridden for days, unable to bear the light or any movement. Uneasily, he wondered if this past ailment was one of the reasons that he had been taken over by the Illumitae’s past. Was he weak in some fashion that allowed this disaster?


    A strong wave of disapproval flowed over him through the link, and he glanced sheepishly at Raine, who was outright glaring at him.


    “Stop searching for any and all reasons why this is all your fault,” Raine demanded.


    Naral immediately joined in the glaring.


    Taldan subsided, resigned to behaving for the moment. There was little else he could do with two such intense gazes fixed upon him. His usual manner of mulling things to death would not serve him well at the moment.


    He held out one hand and stared blindly at the white gloves covering his hands.


    He was emperor. He raised his head, expression growing hard. The line, unbroken through thousands of years, would not be lost through any action or weakness of his. That he vowed.


     


    * * *


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran knocked on the door to Taldan’s chambers, keeping his breathing deep and even, restraining his own raging emotions down into something approximating his usual calm.


    He had given what he could to Hredeen. Now he needed to see his brother, ensure he was whole. The image of that slashed throat would not leave his memory anytime soon.


    Raine answered, opening the door wide, meeting Zaran’s worried look with a serene assurance that made the prince’s nerves settle. He stepped into the room, sharp eyes assessing everything as he heard the door gently close behind him.


    His brother sat at his desk, Naral standing with a hand on his shoulder, leaning over to read with Taldan as they pored over a book.


    Taldan glanced up with that slightly abstracted look he always got when he was deep in his mind, researching, only thinly connected to the world around him. It was so familiar—a sign that his brother was himself again—that Zaran could not help the relief he felt, unable to hide it despite how much he knew Taldan frowned upon such behavior.


    His brother had frozen in place, staring at him, his expression abruptly closed and guarded. Zaran realized that Taldan truly believed that he would turn against him and support Hredeen at the expense of a brother.


    He strode forward, never breaking eye contact, until he stood before the desk and sank down to one knee, laying his hand open over his heart. He heard Taldan’s swift intake of breath but knew where his brother’s thoughts would lead, that Zaran was honoring the title, not the man behind it.


    He looked up, blue eyes meeting blue eyes, sibling to sibling. “You are my brother. For me, that will always come first. Before the emperor. Forgive me, but before Anrodnes itself.” His voice rang out, clear, concise, without the faintest doubt.


    Naral eyed him from behind Taldan, and the proud smile the companion gifted him with almost made him flush. He fought to keep his eyes on Taldan, to get across the point he was pushing.


    Taldan rose, the golden mask glinting in the sunlight that lit the room, before he stepped out from behind his desk. Before Zaran could rise, Taldan went to one knee in a mirror pose, grasping Zaran’s hands in his gloved ones. “Brother to brother. That is always how it has been between us. We have broken the mold of the past, changed the way history will be written down from our time.” His grip tightened. “Keep me honest, brother.” There was desperation in his gaze. “Don’t let me fail in what must be done. Protect him. From me.”


    Zaran drew a shaky breath. “I will care for both of you, impartially. You are both dear in my heart.” He leaned closer, so they were forehead to forehead. “We will find a way for you to find your true self, for you to return to the man I know.”


    “We are reading through the book Dransin suggested,” Taldan said. “Would you join us? Give me your opinion and insight. You always see things in a different light, and I have always valued that.” He rose and offered his gloved hand again.


    Zaran took it once more, missing the warmth of bare flesh.


    He would help in whatever capacity he could. For his brother, anything.


     


    * * *


     


    Raine


     


    They sat out on the balcony, Taldan, Raine, Zaran, and Naral, silent, watching the trees sway in a rising wind. A storm was coming.


    In so many ways.


    “I don’t see how this is going to help.” Naral, of course, was the one to speak up and address the problem head-on.


    Raine felt a sense of desperation steal over him. He had—they all had—put so much hope in what they would uncover within this book. Yet, it had turned out to be mostly frustration. Bits and pieces of information, which may or may not come from a reliable source. The author had presented all the bits in the order in which he had either found or been given them by others.


    For an acclaimed author, he was incredibly unorganized, or was it perhaps only this particular book?


    Either way, they were stymied. They had read it from beginning to end, and its fragmented style made it almost impossible to determine whether there were credible bits of information that could help them. Until they managed to come to some sort of epiphany, this was of little help at all. All this time and effort, and was there something truly within or was this a waste of time and they should be spending their resources elsewhere?


    The sense of urgency that hung over them all was almost physical in its intensity.


    “The author’s theory is that there was an occurrence during the reign of the first emperor that necessitated the gods changing the way the Illumitae could be used by the current ruler.” Taldan’s tone was weary. “But there is not a single detail of that time included.”


    They had been over what they had found time and again, but it all came down to that basic information.


    Buried somewhere was the reason for why there was a gap in Anrodnes history, why the first years were a curious blank, with not the faintest information that seemed to have survived from that time. Not even a whisper. They did not even know the first emperor’s name. For such an illustrious empire, that seemed a deliberate act, for surely the one who had created the foundation of what would become a world power should be revered, his praises sung, his rule studied by scholars.


    The fact that there was nothing pointed to a dark story, a horror that had not come down to the present day for a very good reason in the eyes of the gods and those who had lived through it to chronicle the histories.


    Yet that did not help them in the least at this moment. It looked more and more as though whatever was happening with Taldan held its roots in the beginning of the empire. But again they had been stymied, this lead seeming to dry up.


    “You feel nothing from the Illumitae? No message or impression that the gods are trying to send?” Raine couldn’t understand why the gods were so silent in this. Surely they could not believe what had happened between Taldan and Hredeen was anything that could lead to a solid future for either man?


    He stretched, rising to his feet and going to the door to send a message for food to be brought. Perhaps they would think better with full stomachs. Certainly the day had been long and mostly unproductive. He wanted so much to have Hredeen work with them. He had a feeling the man would see angles that they were not comprehending.


    He shook his head. No one would possibly ask it of Hredeen after what he had been through.


    He wandered back to the table on the balcony, glancing out at the darkness and then letting out a startled gasp that had the other three reaching for daggers.


    Fagan was sitting on the balcony wall, legs swinging, a patient expression of resignation on his face, as though he were waiting for…


    Raine swung his startled gaze to Naral, who seemed to have regained his composure, slamming his dagger back into its sheath and rising to his feet.


    “Damn it, Fagan! You can’t just trespass here whenever the urge strikes you!”


    Fagan tilted his head. “I have before. You seemed fine with it then. I brought you the information you needed.” He bowed elaborately to Taldan from his precarious position. “Your Imperial Majesty. Lord Naral was supposed to meet with me but apparently forgot. So I have come to him and to you.”


    Naral gritted his teeth, his expression torn between outraged anger and resigned exasperation. Raine had a feeling the second expression was common around the little thief. Personally, he was pleased with Fagan’s presence. Their short time together at the meal had given him an appreciation for the diminutive man.


    He found a certain satisfaction in Naral’s lack of control in the situation whenever Fagan was concerned. He cast a concerned glance at Taldan, wondering if he would take offense at the thief’s presence. After all, they hardly knew the man, he seemed to slip past the palace guards with ease, and with the Julne mages and the War Guild possibly sending assassins…


    Instead of offense, the emperor was glancing shrewdly between his friend and Fagan, and there was amusement in the quirk of his lips through the mask.


    Raine drew a relieved breath. Taldan could use a break from the intensity of recent days, and Fagan was always a distraction of epic proportions.


    Naral strode across the balcony, irritation in every line of his body. “For the gods’ sake! Get off the wall before you fall!”


    Fagan gave a small smile and then simply leaned back and fell.


    Naral let out a cry of alarm, racing to the edge and leaning over, wild eyes searching the torch-lit garden two stories below.


    Prince Zaran had half-risen, concern in his expression, but both Taldan and Raine remained where they were. Raine was sharing his opinion with Taldan through their link that there was nothing to be worried about…


    Arms wrapped around Naral’s neck, and when he straightened in shock and alarm, Fagan was pulled up and over the balcony edge. He gave Naral an affectionate kiss, ignoring the man’s sputtering outrage, before releasing him and strolling over to bow again, this time to Zaran and then Raine in turn. “Greetings to you all. I have news from Rivergate that I think you will want to hear.”


    Immediately their attention sharpened, the humor fleeing as swiftly as it had arrived.


    Fagan’s expression had changed into something far more serious, his attention all upon Taldan as he lowered himself to sit cross-legged upon the hard stone, as though perhaps to show complete submission to the emperor after his unusual entrance. Whatever it was, he had their notice.


    He shot a glance at Naral, who came grudgingly to take his seat, a certain degree of worry within his expression. After all, the little thief had broken so many conventions at this point that Naral was likely a bundle of nerves.


    “How did you get in here?” Taldan’s tone was mild, but there was steel at the edges.


    Fagan bowed his head in respect. “I found a Shadow. Told him what news I brought. He let me in.”


    Naral stared. “You walked up to a Shadow? Are you quite mad? If he had the slightest idea that you might be a threat, you would be killed, instantly.”


    Fagan eyed him. “From everything I have heard, the Shadows know far, far more than they ever let on. Certainly, the one who met me in Naral’s office would have remembered me, if only for the circumstances.”


    Naral’s cheeks darkened and he looked away, making Raine bite back an inappropriate chuckle.


    “I assure you, Your Imperial Majesty,” Fagan continued, “there is no breach in your security. Naral has done well. His guards are well-positioned and attentive, and the Shadows were everywhere I have seen, most undetectable for the normal senses.” He left out the obvious fact that he himself had seen them. “However…” Fagan’s eyes darkened. “I had to bring the news immediately. There are two, perhaps more, War Guild assassins within the city.”


    They all stiffened, Raine’s heart beginning to pound with fear, his eyes glancing out beyond the balcony and his right hand drifting to his dagger as he moved closer to Taldan.


    The emperor glanced at him, eyes softening slightly, before he looked back at the thief. “Tell us.”


    Fagan seemed to appreciate the brevity. “They arrived this morning on a ship from the east, one bearing cloth and spices from Haes.” His eyes were sharp.


    “Haes. Where Valsen was from,” Zaran muttered. “If that isn’t suspicious, I don’t know what is.”


    “How did they get past the harbor guards?” Naral’s question was sharp with concern. This was his responsibility. It should have been impossible. Every passenger was thoroughly vetted before being allowed within Persis.


    Fagan smiled, an expression of intense satisfaction upon his features.


    “I always spend some time at the docks when new ships come in. People arrive who are less careful in a new place. They carry far too much, so I simply relieve them of a small amount.” He cast a wary glance at Taldan. “I assure you, Your Imperial Majesty, I never take from our sailors or those that collect the dock taxes. Nothing I skim takes away from the royal coffers.”


    Taldan’s eyes were crinkled with faint amusement, something Raine was more than grateful for. This thief had, so far, been an asset to the throne. He was glad Taldan was wise enough to overlook Fagan’s light fingers when it came to wealthy merchants. But again, Fagan was so full of vitality and surprises that he could not have asked for a more welcome diversion than the thief provided.


    The emperor waved his hand, leaning forward. “The War Guild, Fagan.”


    The thief nodded, putting a finger to his lips as though gathering all the memories clearly. “I was at the docks when the Haes ship arrived and I waited there. The Haes contingent is always amazingly arrogant and takes no precautions at all. So I waited and watched. They unloaded several bales of silk, and I happened to notice that two of them seemed considerably heavier than the others, not a mistake a merchant would make when the bale itself was the same size, the cloth the same thickness. I was curious…”


    Naral snorted and rolled his eyes.


    Fagan grinned. “I am like a magpie. Anything that catches my attention, I have to look into. So I followed the wagons that were delivering the silk. Imagine my surprise when they traveled straight to Rivergate.” He cocked his head to the side, eyes bright, like the magpie he had likened himself to. “I don’t know if you are aware of the fact that no one in Rivergate is going to be affording silk. Obviously, whoever set this up was not aware of that fact, and how it made everything look more than suspicious. I followed, and lo and behold, they arrive at my friend’s house.”


    Naral made a sound in his throat, half growl, half satisfaction. “Where we arrested the two that represented the War Guild. Not assassins but scouts.”


    Fagan pointed a finger at him. “Correct! Well, it seems that their lines of communication are not the best or they had no other spies to tell them it was not safe, because they went straight there as though nothing was amiss.” His expression slid into something darker. “Once the bales were delivered into the house, which my friend no longer lives in, by the way, I caught a moment’s sight of the two assassins before they slipped away, faster than even I could follow.” He looked aggrieved by that fact. His expression grew hard as he turned and met Naral’s grim stare. “I saw them, though. I can identify them, no matter what they might do to disguise themselves. I saw the way they walk, the way they hold their bodies. You can’t hide that easily. Not to mention that one of them was painfully young.” He sounded certain enough to give credence to his words.


    Raine shivered, running his hands over his arms to warm himself.


    The night suddenly seemed threatening, the balcony too exposed.


    Naral seemed to agree as he rose and chivvied everyone into the room, closing the doors and locking them behind him, pulling the massive curtains closed.


    Fagan found another place on the floor as though that was where he felt most comfortable. He inclined his head respectfully to Taldan. “It is said that you have two assassins here, within the walls. Allies. I would respectfully suggest that they be included in this discussion because it is they who will have to provide the most protection. Only another assassin of the War Guild would know enough to counter such a threat.”


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan wondered if it was possible to invite the little thief to be a fulltime advisor. He suspected that the offer would be refused. Fagan seemed too much of a free spirit to be enclosed behind palace walls or dealing with the trappings of the imperial court. However, Raine had mentioned to him how much he liked Fagan and would like him to be present more often.


    Now, watching and listening to the man, Taldan could see why. There was a force behind Fagan, of will and strength and experience, that was a magic of its own.


    The small man, with his tousled brown hair and piercing gray eyes, was a pleasant surprise. The refreshing directness and lack of excess formality were welcome rather than anything concerning or offensive. After a lifetime of people bowing to Taldan’s every whim, Fagan was an enjoyable change. There was true respect there, but it was not layered in need or want for something given in turn or for political gain within the palace court.


    If this was truly Naral’s choice, then Taldan was beginning to feel he could give his blessing, though the court would be horrified at a thief within the sanctified halls of the palace.


    If for no other reason, it would be amusing to watch the outrage.


    He mulled over Fagan’s words, ending with a prudent and sensible decision.


    Hredeen and Ralnulian needed to be involved. That had been the intent from the beginning, but everything had been upended after… He clenched his jaw, fighting the surge of emotions inside him.


    After what had happened between him and Hredeen…


    Raine’s hand settled on his shoulder, squeezing gently, giving him the reassurance he needed. He suddenly felt in control of his emotions again, the feelings of guilt and self-loathing were pushed aside, and he focused on doing what needed to be done to protect the empire.


    Taldan sent a wave of gratitude to Raine through their link, then he leaned over to Zaran and laid a hand on his forearm, making his brother meet his eyes.


    “Go to them. See how they feel about coming into this discussion.” He paused, drew a deep, fortifying breath. “See how Hredeen feels about coming into the same room as me. We can arrange it so that everyone is between us, and he may keep his distance, if that helps him at all.” He fought the renewed pain back down to manageable proportions. “Perhaps he won’t want any part of this. I would not blame him if he thought an assassination is what I deserve.”


    Zaran swung around in the chair, outrage in every line of him. “If you think that of Hredeen, then you never knew him at all. He loves you. That love is not a brittle, fragile thing to collapse at the first sign of adversity. You broke his trust, true. But his heart will remain the same. What choices he makes, whether to keep his distance or to find another path for you to work together, he cares deeply and always will.”


    Taldan felt suitably chastised, respecting the fact that Zaran held no compunction in speaking the truth as he saw it. His brother had changed, grown, his time apart in the role of leader having given him a maturity that made pride rise in Taldan. His brother had always been strong in his view, but now, Zaran realized and accepted it as well.


    “That was not well-spoken,” he admitted. “You are correct.”


    Zaran looked astonished at the apology, but then again, why wouldn’t he? Taldan was not known for being apologetic in the least for anything he said or did. Anrodnes emperors certainly never allowed an apology to pass their lips.


    Certainly, the last few days had brought about a humbling change in his attitude, one he fervently wished had not come at such a steep cost to Hredeen.


    “See what he says,” Taldan continued. “He does not have to come in here with me. If only Ralnulian could represent them both, that would be enough. I don’t want him forced…” He choked off, the word tasting like acid upon his tongue.


    Zaran took his hand, squeezed it, sympathy and a surprising amount of understanding in his gaze. “I will make sure he knows you are the one who worries for that.”


    “Don’t make me out to be anything noble at all. He knows better now.” Taldan felt bitterness and regret creep up to overwhelm him once more.


    Raine stepped up, laid both his hands upon his shoulders now and held firmly, the link flaring brightly in their thoughts.


    Zaran glanced at them both before nodding and rising. “Let me see what they say.”


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen was pacing. He could feel that something was wrong, something that threatened Taldan, and in his mind, that could only mean one thing.


    The War Guild was nearby.


    How he could detect such a thing made no sense to him. No amount of training could possibly account for this degree of acute awareness. Yet he could not deny it, the feeling was so intense.


    Ralnulian eyed him from where he was sitting on the balcony railing. “You feel it too.”


    “How? This makes no sense whatsoever.” Hredeen felt frustration rise to mix with his fear for Taldan. The frustration was knowing something without understanding how he sensed it. The fear was for the chance that he was right.


    “Zaran found out what our bloodline contains.” Ralnulian’s tone was even, no degree of concern within it. “He was somewhat surprised, to say the least.”


    Hredeen turned to face him, frowning in confusion. “Bloodline? Of what possible importance could—?”


    “We contain small amounts of elven blood.” Ralnulian said it so casually, as though it were of no importance, nothing unusual in the least.


    Hredeen froze in place, staring. “Elven? You have to be joking.” He waited for the laughter that would signal his brother was teasing him.


    There was none.


    “Our mother held a degree of elven blood. Less than half, a quarter perhaps. Do you not remember that she spoke a different language?”


    The words.


    Hredeen had never known the source of the language he’d used since he was a child. No matter what the War Guild did, that language seemed a part of him, broken and fragmented as it was. It existed deep in his mind, and he had never thought that strange until he reached maturity and found that others held no such thing within them. He had always assumed that his mother had to have been from some other country where the language would have originated.


    “Elves don’t exist.” Hredeen could think of nothing else to say in answer to such a blatantly impossible statement.


    Ralnulian tilted his head, his lips quirking slightly. “I would say that our very existence paints a very different picture.”


    Hredeen put a tentative hand to his ear. He had always been painfully aware that his ears were a different shape than everyone else’s. They were not pointed, not as he imagined an elf to look, but they were certainly not normal either, elongated and with a swept-back tip. It was one of the things that had convinced him that Ralnulian was truly his brother. Their ears were exactly the same.


    Elves? This was foolishness.


    “How do you know this? You were not that old when you were taken,” Hredeen challenged his brother’s statement, disbelief heavy in his tone.


    Ralnulian responded by speaking in the secret language, his accent smoother and more lyrical than Hredeen’s.


    “This is the language of the elves. Is it not beautiful to the ear, almost like music?”


    Hredeen stared, something tightening in his chest at this link to the past, entire proof of their blood bond.


    “I know only parts of it. Fragments. It is not complete in my mind.” For the first time, he truly felt the loss. The way Ralnulian spoke was so incredible, so smooth. What Hredeen himself possessed in no way sounded like that.


    Ralnulian’s look softened. He came closer, a large warm hand coming down to grip Hredeen’s nape, shaking him gently. “That’s what older brothers are for. To teach younger ones the way of their family. If you know that much, the rest will come much easier.”


    Hredeen felt emotion rise and fought it back with difficulty. “Perhaps you’ve got it wrong. Perhaps it was just stories she was telling…”


    Ralnulian’s shake of the head stopped his words. “Do you not feel it, brother? The way you understand others at a depth that should not be possible. The way your senses are attuned to a far greater level than those around you?” He leaned closer. “The way the Shadows acknowledge you.”


    Hredeen frowned disbelievingly. “I assumed it was because the way of the War Guild and the way of the Shadows was similar, a bond of brothers.”


    “No. It is because they recognize one of their own, however small our blood might be.”


    It took long moments before Hredeen’s mind caught up. His eyes widened. “You think they are elven? That’s not possible. It would have been discovered long ago…”


    His brother’s smile was rueful. “Would it? Why then the mystery, the cowls, the veils?”


    “To preserve their anonymity. They want to perpetuate the belief that they are all one, the same.”


    “You have seen them communicate. What one knows, the rest soon do as well. That is not anything a human is capable of, Hredeen. No one believes in elves, therefore they hide in plain sight, cloaked in mystery, no one ever realizing they are anything other than they come from a well-trained military background.”


    Hredeen was speechless. He had always felt a connection to the Shadows, felt no fear in their presence as so many did. Was this why?


    “Does the emperor know that the Shadows are more than they seem?” He sucked in a breath, then half-whispered, “Does he know I am more?” He glanced up at Ralnulian, swallowing with difficulty. “He could not accept that I was an assassin. He would never understand me having elven blood.” He broke into a grating, bitter chuckle. “Yet one more barrier between us.”


    Ralnulian gave him a gentle cuff to the back of his head. “You are seeing only the negatives.” He leaned closer, letting his hand grasp the back of Hredeen’s neck and holding him firmly. “What happened to you was unacceptable. It was all I could do not to take his life in response, to see you revenged.” The grim tone made Hredeen shudder, a sense of horror overwhelming him. His brother was fully capable of just such an action, yet he had held back, thank the gods. To have come back to consciousness and found Taldan dead… Whether by Taldan’s own hand, as he had attempted, or by Ralnulian’s blade, either way, Hredeen knew that he would never have recovered from the loss. Surely that meant there had to be some hope for them both. Didn’t it?


    It all hinged on what they discovered about the Illumitae and whether or not it had truly been Taldan who had perpetrated such violence against him. In his heart, he knew it was not, but he needed to identify who or what had been in control that night. Only then could he begin to heal from what had occurred. He let his fingers trace the bracelet that encased his wrist. Whatever else, they needed to find a way to work with each other.


    Despite how they might feel personally, Anrodnes’s safety and future depended on it.


     


     


    Much later, the knock on the door made Hredeen’s head jerk up. He glanced at Cermin, who had fallen asleep in the window sill, still clutching his art, and then to Ralnulian, who had finally, blessedly fallen deeply asleep, as he had not since the attack. Now though, his brother jerked awake, tousled, heavy-eyed, his own senses on instant alert.


    Hredeen crossed to the door, hand on his dagger, before stopping to the side of the portal, stretching his senses to encompass the other side.


    There was a familiar and very welcome feeling that pulsed back.


    He relaxed ever so slightly and cracked the door open, meeting Zaran’s gaze questioningly.


    “We need to talk.” Zaran looked exhausted, mentally and physically, his eyes shadowed.


    Hredeen held a finger to his lips and then opened the door just enough to allow Zaran entrance. The prince’s eyes took stock of the other two occupants of the room. His expression lightened into something fond, his normally stoic, almost cold demeanor sliding into softness.


    The prince’s gaze met Ralnulian’s. Their stare was full of something that Hredeen was not privy to. The sense that there was something growing between the two only strengthened with time. Hredeen didn’t know who to feel more protective of. His brother, who was not able to have any sort of relationship due to his past and the danger it would present to anyone he cared for—as Cermin’s history clearly showed. Or Zaran, who had never had a true relationship of this kind at all.


    He cleared his throat, and the two flinched, their gazes sliding apart, both with a faint look of guilt upon their faces.


    Zaran recovered first and gestured for them to follow him to the table near the second window, away from Cermin’s sleeping form.


    “We have read the book that Dransin suggested.”


    Hredeen felt his hands clench into fists, his nails biting painfully into the skin.


    The prince shook his head under the weight of their expectations. “It is disjointed and annoyingly vague. Bits from other even more ancient books, discussions with people whose origin and reliability are in question. Fragments that present a fractured picture that makes no sense, not in a way we can use. The only thing it did was solidify the fact that there is a complete, seemingly deliberate absence of any information on the first emperor. It seems to all lead to that time. Whatever this entire mess is, it has to do with the first emperor.”


    Hredeen was keenly interested in history, perhaps because he had none of his own, and had spent much time within the harem reading upon Anrodnes itself, interested in the place he found himself. He knew the events of the countries that had existed before Anrodnes had been formed, knew the times after its first hundred years, but between that, he had been frustrated in his search for anything that described the formation, the beginning of this great empire. Secretly, he had hoped that the mysterious book would give clues to that time, due to his own fascination. But to hear that the missing information about the first emperor and the empire’s founding may have something to do with Taldan’s change in personality greatly explained Zaran’s frustration.


    Zaran held up a hand when Hredeen would have questioned him about the book. “There is more. While we discussed things on the balcony, who should appear but Naral’s little thief.”


    Hredeen had heard of the man, had found him to be rather fascinating when Zaran had told of his character, but for a thief to show up unannounced on the emperor’s very balcony? His hand slid to his dagger.


    Zaran patted his arm. “That has been dealt with, my friend. More importantly, he came to tell us that he has seen at least two War Guild assassins in the city.”


    Hredeen’s breath caught in tandem with Ralnulian’s, and they shared a look of shock. They had never heard of two assassins being assigned a task together. Such a thing was unthinkable. Until now. It seemed a sign of how serious the War Guild was in its quest to eliminate Taldan, to overcome Anrodnes. It had all seemed rather fantastical before, not quite real that the War Guild would have such aspirations. But if there were two assassins, there might be more…


    Zaran nodded grimly as though he guessed which way their thoughts had moved. “That’s what we fear. Fagan seems to know of you both being here, not too surprising given the nature of your arrival and the celebrations. He believes that you both should be involved in the hunt since your past will certainly give you an edge in detecting those the War Guild has sent.” He laid a hand on Ralnulian’s arm, his lips grim and tight. “You do not need to do this anymore than Hredeen does. If they find you, they will seek to kill you as they have down through the years. We can keep you safe here. You do not need to step outside the walls unless you wish it.”


    Ralnulian patted the hand before lifting it up and quixotically kissing the back of it, bringing a flush to Zaran’s cheeks. “I gave you my word that I would help with this. I have run for half my life, and it stops here. I am not alone as I was before.” He nudged Hredeen with a smile. “I think I will quite like meeting them now. Two brothers with senses they do not possess. I think it will be an interesting combination and a shock to our former masters.” He grinned, a feral thing. “Let them come.”


    Zaran returned his attention to Hredeen. “Taldan wanted it made clear that you would be protected within the room. You are not required to come close to him at all.”


    Hredeen cocked his head, eyes narrowing. He could hardly contain himself. He wanted to see Taldan, ensure that he was safe… He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, fingering the wristband before looking up and braving Zaran’s intense and all-too-knowing stare.


    “Take us there, my prince. There is no choice but to work on this together. All of us.”


     


     


    They crossed the palace in silence, walking halls he knew so well. Hredeen paused at the door, gathering his courage. Zaran and Ralnulian waited with him, silent in their support, nothing of impatience or concern about them. Their very silence gave him bravery, as though they had not the slightest doubt that he could do this. It took more will than he had imagined to make himself step through the doorway.


    There were several people in the room, but he saw only Raine at first, for the Chosen had been right inside the door as though waiting for him.


    Hredeen found himself walking into Raine’s embrace without the slightest hesitation. Something had changed between them, something new and fresh, but with so much potential that Hredeen felt more alive than he had since his exile. The younger man was so open, with nothing of greed or manipulation within his heart. It was refreshing to be with him, in a far different way than…


    Their eyes met at last, pale blue to purple, a depth of feeling that could not be withheld, no matter the circumstances. The pain within the emperor’s expression tore at Hredeen, but he could not make himself approach. All he could do was sweep down into a respectful bow, going to one knee upon the floor and letting his gaze drop.


    There was stark silence. Hredeen could literally feel the tension within the room. Now that he knew his heritage, unbelievable as it seemed, it certainly made more sense how he could pick up emotions so readily and read them so accurately.


    Taldan’s voice was hoarse, with a faint tremble in it that told Hredeen everything. “Please. Rise. Zaran has explained the reason I have asked you here?” There was no hope of understanding in the tone, in fact, very little of hope at all.


    Hredeen rose, dimly realizing that Ralnulian had knelt at his side in a similar pose of respect for the emperor. He felt a flash of gratitude toward his brother, who could have taken out his anger over the attack on Taldan now.


    He realized he didn’t want that. No matter what, he couldn’t do that to the man he loved. Still loved.


    Taldan had aged in just this short time, as though what had happened had sapped him of energy, of life. If Hredeen had had the slightest doubt that his former lover had felt the impact of the attack as greatly as Hredeen did, what he saw before him would have dispelled it completely.


    The emperor was wan, his normal, healthy skin tone almost colorless, his entire demeanor one of grief and hopelessness. Those brilliant eyes, usually so vivid and intense, seemed dull as they met his. Taldan nodded to him, silent, and then averted his eyes.


    Hredeen felt his hands clench into fists, anger rising. Whatever was wrong, whatever or whoever had seized the emperor when they had been alone, a violation that Hredeen could not imagine suffering, it had taken a terrible toll.


    He wanted to step forward, change this all back to how it had been, but he could not. He had undergone torture, there was no other name for what he had experienced within the War Guild, had survived it, yet what had happened between him and Taldan had left scars upon his mind that he could not quite move past. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine watched the two of them, aching for them both. The emotions he was getting from Taldan were strangely muted, vague, in a way that told him that Taldan was so closed off that even their link was muddied by it. He closed his eyes despairingly. In no way could he see a solution to this.


    He was caught up in a triangle between two very powerful, very connected men. A prayer was sent upward that he could survive the experience without being broken.


    The thought made him straighten, jaw firming. He’d had enough of being broken, of being the puppet of those around him. He had left that behind, and damned if he would walk that same miserable path in the here and now. He had a chance to be more, and he would take it with both hands.


    Raine switched his attention to Fagan, who had moved to lean back against the wall, still bonelessly cross-legged upon the floor, his gaze moving around the room with clear awe. Raine’s lips quirked. Hopefully, the man was not taking stock of everything’s worth and how he could pocket it.


    Obeying an impulse he hardly understood, he crossed over and slid down the wall beside Fagan so that they were shoulder to shoulder. Fagan glanced at him in surprise before a slow smile curved his lips, his wary eyes softening.


    “You’re a very strange Chosen.”


    Raine laughed softly. “True words.”


    Fagan eyed the others in the room. “So you are going to be part of a triad then? Like back in the beginning? It makes sense with the danger of the guild and all, but are you sure you know what you are doing?” There was a fair degree of concern within those gray eyes.


    Raine blinked. “Triad?”


    Fagan frowned at him. “Like the beginning of this country. When Sladeran Anrodnes sowed the seeds of the empire.”


    Raine stared. “How do you know this? There are no records…” he choked out disbelievingly.


    Fagan touched his nose and winked. “Ah. Yes. The nobility often decides to rewrite history or eliminate parts of it, but they forget us, those who live ordinary lives, below anything they pay attention too. We don’t have books, can’t afford them. What we do have is a rich oratory past. We gather, and those who have the ability—bards, poets, storytellers—they remember, they create the ballads and songs, the poems, the stories, and they share them at family gatherings, taverns, large celebrations and small. We have learned to remember, to treasure those things. It is passed down, and there are very few who do not know the words to at least a few old songs. My own grandfather was a bard of some renown, and he taught me the ballads. I can write them down if you wish. Some of them, anyway.”


    Raine was finding it difficult to breathe with the force of the hope that crashed over him. “The triad. What do you mean by that?”


    Fagan cocked his head, eyeing him as though Raine were trying to trick him. Then he nodded at some inner thought.


    “It is lost, is it not? All the history of the beginning? They wanted so desperately to erase it, to act as though it never happened. It seems they did so.” A smile curved his lips, humor lightening his eyes. “But as always, they didn’t count on us. The triad is a favorite subject for sad ballads where I come from. I can’t count the number of those written.”


    He leaned forward and traced the symbol of the empire in the stone mosaic in the floor that perfectly edged the carpet within its borders. His long, agile fingers softly stroked over the dragon, the hawk, lingering over the stag before he looked up and caught Raine’s gaze. “This is the triad.” He touched the dragon’s head. “The emperor.” The hawk. “The assassin.” His eyes caught and held Raine’s as he indicated the stag. “This. Is you.”


    Raine had no words as he stared down at the stag, its head proudly aloft. The truth struck him then. The stag was not fleeing, it was leading.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER TWELVE


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan listened to the voices around him as though from a great distance. The excitement, the speculation and hope at what Fagan spoke of all washed over him but did not touch him in the slightest.


    The first emperor. Merely the thought of the man made something resound within him.


    In the tumult, steady hazel eyes met his.


    Ralnulian stood back, leaning against a wall, protectively behind Hredeen who was sitting next to Raine and Fagan. Both men had joined the others at the table with their news.


    Taldan was about to flinch away from the assassin’s gaze, imagining how the man must feel toward him, but there was something in those eyes, something that told of an understanding few could match. A comprehension of guilt and regret and the feeling of everything being insurmountable. By everything that Zaran had told him, this was a man who had been through so much as to be incomprehensible.


    He was a being created to kill, to be nothing more than a tool in the War Guild’s hands. Yet he had freed himself with a strength of mind and will that beggared the imagination. He had found something within himself that was more.


    There was cold there, a killing edge. It was evident now and then behind the shifting curtain of what showed within his eyes. But there was far more. Compassion and honor, patience and acceptance.


    Everything that Taldan could no longer find.


    He felt in that moment that he was everything an emperor should not be.


    Yet, Ralnulian held his gaze, an eyebrow rising in silent question. Will you give up? When so many depend upon you?


    The lack of judgment, the sense of understanding made Taldan breathe again. He drew a deep, shuddering breath and forced himself back into the present, into participating. He was no child to hide behind his devastation. It had taken Ralnulian’s silent appraisal to remind him of that fact. He gave a nod to Hredeen’s brother, an acknowledgment of their exchange.


    The assassin’s gaze softened ever so slightly, the hard edge smoothing into something finer, and he nodded back.


    Suddenly, Taldan didn’t feel so alone behind the weight of the mask. The mask was only as much of an impediment as he let it be.


    His gloved hands tightened upon the arms of the chair, his gaze falling upon Fagan.


    “Sladeran Anrodnes,” Taldan whispered softly. The name seemed to echo within his thoughts, something stirring within him, a knowledge, a memory rushing into focus.


    In that moment, he knew the truth as clearly as if he were standing in the past, meeting a pair of identical blue eyes. This was the man, the memory, the force that was coming forward, who had taken him over, not once, but twice. As far as he knew at least. Perhaps more than that in smaller ways that Taldan had not noticed. An influence he had not always sensed…


    The thought made him feel fear. Who was he now? Taldan Anrodnes? Or this Sladeran? How much of him had disappeared and he had never realized?


    His lip curled, and he snarled silently, anger rising, not a vicious rage, but a cold determination. This man, this image or memory or whatever it was, had become the enemy. It threatened everything that Taldan held dear, and he was no child to flinch away. This was Taldan’s time, his reign, and damned if he would let the past rise up to ruin the future.


    Both Raine and Hredeen suddenly turned their heads, eyes wide, and stared at him as though they had felt the surge of strength that almost overwhelmed him.


    The link between him and Raine glowed in his mind, brilliant and unblemished, and beside it, a fainter one, newborn and fragile, filled with potential but with nothing to sustain it.


    Not yet. Hredeen met his gaze, wariness in the assassin’s eyes, but something else showed that what had always been between them still existed, cracked perhaps, but there for all that.


    There was fragile hope that hung between them.


    Taldan did not make the mistake of thinking that things were mended. They were not, could not be so easily. Perhaps with time. Perhaps not. But there was a thread of hope, and that, Taldan could work with, when before there had been none at all.


    “This Sladeran? Tell us of him.” His tone was strong and clear.


    Fagan gave a respectful bow from his seated position. “As you wish, Your Imperial Majesty.” There was an awareness in his gaze, as though he knew full well what Taldan was feeling toward this unknown entity.


    “Sladeran Anrodnes was a captain within the army of Belosus, which existed before the empire.” Fagan held the sway of a storyteller, his voice descriptive and rich, pulling them all into the tale. “It was a time of great conflict, it is said, and there was no peace to be found anywhere. The weak fell to the mighty, military strength was the only safety, and those that led were often brutal, wishing only for power, with no sense of honor or care for those caught between warring factions. There were no true borders, only what each group could claim through force. There was famine, with farmers too terrified to work the land or killed for their livestock, their crops.


    “Sladeran was said to be a child of the land, son of a farmer. He was conscripted into the army, if army it could be called. It seemed more a group of mercenaries rather than any sanctioned military force. By all the songs and tales, he was a determined young man, working his way up the ranks with resolve and skill, seeking to give his family both protection and coin once they had been run off their land.” Fagan’s eyes held a softness, as though he could truly empathize with that long-ago captain.


    “His commander ordered a retreat from the advance of a larger force, which left a certain town unprotected. That town sheltered Sladeran’s family. He refused orders, a death sentence, and hid away until his own group retreated, not being able to find him, punish him. He called upon the gods to aid him, to protect those who had no protection, who had been abandoned to death. He offered his own body to see their will done.”


    “They gave him the Illumitae,” Taldan whispered, realization rising. This was where it had come from, why it had been formed. Half-formed memories began to rise, as though Sladeran himself were passing them along. The gap within the collective memory of the line of emperors glowed softly within his thoughts as if alive for the first time in his experience.


    “They did,” Fagan answered softly. “But back then, the Illumitae was far different from what it is now. Far more deadly. A weapon of great power, a force that gave Sladeran the ability to conquer, to align the countries into one force, under his rule alone. An empire. It brought about a reluctant and fragile peace, out of fear and a growing realization that Sladeran, the new emperor, held a divinity that could not be denied. The Illumitae was nothing of a worldly origin, but clearly the gods’ gift.”


    “What was so different about Sladeran that he could wield the Illumitae in a way so much stronger than it is now?” Zaran asked. “Even today, its power is something to be reckoned with, the full force only able to be managed by one of the direct line of Anrodnes.”


    Taldan was pleased that Zaran was the one asking the question. He feared that if he had done so, he would have sounded petulant as though he feared the first emperor had been greater than him.


    In his mind, Sladeran had to have been far greater, but he was not willing to let others know his doubts.


    Raine glanced at him, chastisement in his eyes.


    Well. His Chosen knew then. Hredeen had stiffened but would not look at him. His second Chosen, if he dared to use that term, certainly seemed aware as well, despite their less-than-clear bond.


    He felt ashamed that Hredeen would see him as anything but strong. It was strange. He knew Raine less well but trusted him more. Or at least trusted him not to see him as less a man.


    It made no sense.


    “Sladeran was given two gifts that enabled him to bear the weight of the original Illumitae.” Fagan met Taldan’s frown squarely, without fear. “The gods brought him two companions. One human.”


    Taldan’s mind ground to a halt. Human? Why would he even refer to that term…?


    “And one elf.”


    There was complete silence. You could hear each man breathing, and the expressions ranged from complete disbelief, to confusion, to…


    Taldan’s eyes narrowed.


    The others had drawn back, seeming to immediately discount the story as mere fabrication. Zaran, Hredeen, and Ralnulian seemed remarkably calm about it, more thoughtful than shocked. They had known this.


    A darkness rose within him. He closed his eyes, horrified, as thoughts chased themselves in his mind, wondering whether he was yet again being lied to, betrayed…


    Anger, fresh and sharp.


    His hands clenched upon the arms of the chair until the wood creaked under the pressure.


    A warm hand came down upon the nape of his neck. Taldan’s lip curled into a snarl until the warm blue light of the Illumitae flowed gently over him, infused with Raine’s concern, his genuine care. It brought him back from the edge. He fought to pull his own thoughts to the fore, to remember who he was and where he was. He was Taldan, the current emperor, and Sladeran was long dead, long gone.


    The Illumitae rippled, became discordant, and a stray thought intruded, an impression that made no sense to his practical nature.


    Did Sladeran know he was dead?


    No other emperor had come to the fore like this within Taldan’s mind. Their memories were part of the Illumitae but only that. Memories. The men they had been were not present.


    Yet Sladeran was coming through as a powerful presence with a will of his own.


    Was the first emperor truly the foundation of the Illumitae, and was that why he had such raw power? He had given his own body as a conduit to the gods’ creation.


    Did that mean that the Illumitae itself held Sladeran’s essence? Or perhaps his ghost?


    The thought was unpalatable on so many levels. Taldan was not one for nonsense of any kind, and he had not yet been able to prove the existence of ghost or spirits in any way. Mind you, he had not been able to disprove them either. With both a human and an elf being in Taldan’s life, had this triggered Sladeran in some fashion?


    He shook his head and opened his eyes, seeing the others watching him in silence, wariness in their expressions.


    Sucking in a deep breath, he nodded, indicating that he was in control once more. The way Hredeen had drawn back, body tensed and ready where he sat, tore at him, but then Taldan had just displayed exactly the behavior that had brought about this mess in the first place.


    He felt the weight of Raine’s hand, steady upon him, grounding him to the here and now.


    “Why?” he finally asked Fagan. “Why two companions? Why an elf, if there is truth to that story?”


    Fagan’s eyes had darkened as he watched his struggle, but there was no fear in his eyes, as there was in the others. Perhaps, with what Fagan had seen within the darkness of Rivergate, all the displays of cruelty amid the struggle to survive had rendered him immune to what others shied away from.


    Whatever it was, Taldan appreciated the calm little thief, who seemed to exude nothing but patience as he waited for Taldan to control himself and respond. As though he had no doubt he would.


    It was faith from an utter stranger, yet it felt like a lifeline.


    He could do this; he would do this.


    Cursing silently, he grimly ignored everyone but Fagan. Whatever this was, he could not look at Hredeen. Something about the man was causing Sladeran to rise, to be more powerful.


    “The Illumitae, gifted in its first form, was said to be a weapon. It fell upon those who stood against Sladeran, a blue fire of destruction that killed without mercy. Its very creation was to subdue the violence, to act against any who sought to harm what Sladeran was attempting to create. It protected him, it protected the growing empire. Its borders were secure, law was created, trade slowly formed. Food could be grown, harvested. According to the songs and the tales, the land became tended once more, fertile. The more lands conquered, the richer the empire became, until life was good for the people, far different than anything they had known. They revered Sladeran, saw him as an avatar of the gods. They feared him, but they also loved him.” Fagan’s rich voice was mesmerizing.


    “But the power of the Illumitae was more than any one man could possibly endure. Sladeran became erratic, dangerous. It was then that the gods intervened once more. They sent two companions to Sladeran to share the Illumitae, to lessen the impact upon him. One was a human. One was an elf.”


    This time the listeners were less skeptical, but it still seemed farfetched. The stuff of songs and legends and merely that.


    Hredeen and Ralnulian eyed each other, then the older assassin caught Taldan’s eye. “I have just told Hredeen of our own ancestry. He is not quite believing me yet. This you need to know. We have elven blood, small amounts of it, within our family. Our mother was a quarter blood. I do not know who our father was. For all I know, he could have had elven blood as well, but there is no way of knowing.”


    Taldan blinked, forcing back the roaring in his ears, the sensation of the gods’ pleasure pressing upon him, a sense that they gloried in his new knowledge, making his senses swim. Beneath that, close to the surface, he could feel Sladeran’s triumph, need, and madness rise and fall like waves within him.


    It took time to integrate all the factors that swirled within him. When he came back to the present, fighting down nausea and hardly able to maintain who or what he was at that point, he opened his eyes, immediately seeking out Raine. His Chosen had knelt before him, hands holding his, once more grounding him, and then he looked to Hredeen, who had his head down after Ralnulian’s announcement, obviously unable to face Taldan.


    And why should he? The last time he had been exposed for what he was, Taldan had broken his trust, exiled him. Why would he trust Taldan now with this new development?


    Taldan gritted his teeth, ruthlessly tamping Sladeran down.


    “Hredeen.”


    The assassin stiffened, then slowly looked up, wariness and grim expectation clear in his expression.


    It pained Taldan greatly that the man expected nothing good from him now, not the slightest kind word.


    He met those purple eyes, so achingly familiar, holding them steadily so Hredeen could see the truth in his own. “If you hold such fantastical blood, then the world should bless your presence. To know that there are elves, somewhere, brings a sense of magic back to the world, a bit of wonder.”


    Hredeen’s eyes widened with startled joy before he looked away again, a flush on his cheeks, the wariness returning.


    Why should he trust? Taldan had ruined that so thoroughly. Self-hatred rose like a tide over his thoughts, and he had to fight it down as strongly as he had fought against Sladeran. Neither of them would help the current situation, and he would be a fool to not notice his own slide toward negativity. Toward madness. He had been blessed with Raine, but if this was true—the Illumitae holding the possibility of a weapon that could protect Anrodnes against the War Guild—against any enemy who believed that they could strike with impunity, then he would do anything at all to follow the gods’ will and receive the same weapon that had protected Sladeran and the fledgling empire so long ago.


    “We have before us a threat greater than any we have faced since those long-ago days of strife,” Taldan said. “If the gods have blessed us with the people necessary to protect Anrodnes, then I believe we should do anything and everything to bring about the transformation of the Illumitae.” His voice rang in the room, with a greater power behind it than ever before, even upon the day of his ascension.


    He looked upon Raine, took his hand, and then met Hredeen’s stare where the man had turned to face him, listening to what he had to say.


    “I cannot say that I appreciate how this came about and the pain it has caused, particularly to one who never deserved such a fate.” He let his own regret and guilt shine through clearly to Hredeen. “But we are here now, and I will do anything to see this through, not as a single man, but as part of a triad. A triad of equals. I will not make the mistakes of the past.”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


     


    Hredeen


     


    They had discussed everything to death as far as Hredeen was concerned. They had remained into the wee hours of the morning, going over every aspect of what they knew, which in the end was depressingly little.


    They had a story, based on an ancient ballad the common folk knew, all without definitive proof.


    He was increasingly sure that it would be up to the three of them to discover, perhaps through trial and error, what would work and what would not.


    There was no way but forward, and with the vast gulf between him and Taldan, that way was anything but sure.


    People were slowly filing out of the chambers, exhausted and worn, no longer able to think clearly enough. Isnay and Dransin had left an hour before, and now Zaran was half asleep, head resting upon an arm, clearly unable to continue. Ralnulian gently urged him to his feet and began to guide him toward the door, shooting a meaningful look Hredeen’s way.


    Hredeen took a step forward, then stopped abruptly.


    Ralnulian’s eyebrow arched in question.


    “I need to stay,” Hredeen told him, his tongue struggling with the unfamiliarity of the language they shared by blood.


    His brother’s expression moved abruptly to concern, and there was no trust in the glance he sent toward Taldan, who was speaking quietly with Naral.


    “I will remain with you then.” Ralnulian’s tone was firm, even if the elvish words were beautiful.


    Hredeen hesitated, then nodded, shamed at the surge of relief he felt. This was yet another mark of how far he had fallen from his training. To need another for moral support seemed the epitome of weakness.


    Ralnulian changed course, steering Zaran over to one of the couches, easing him down and covering him with a nearby blanket. The prince didn’t seem to realize that it was not his own bed, giving a sleepy smile to the assassin before dropping deeply, bonelessly into sleep.


    Meanwhile, Naral had risen to his feet and was chivying Fagan toward the door, the little thief deep in conversation with Raine.


    Hredeen watched them go with a shake of his head. The way Fagan had slotted into their little group was nothing short of stunning given his background and status. There was something about him that bypassed all boundaries. You could not help liking him. It would be interesting to see where his relationship with Naral could go. It seemed so utterly improbable, given who they were. Yet having seen them together throughout this night, Hredeen could honestly say that he felt there was something there, something that could last despite all odds.


    Fagan gave Raine a hug at the doorway, something that Hredeen was quite sure the thief was not prone to. Then he and Naral left, the door closing softly in their wake.


    Hredeen turned to face Taldan, their eyes meeting and holding once more, neither able to look away.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine turned back, his eyes flitting from Hredeen to Taldan, seeing the way they both were so deeply drawn to the other but trying to deny it.


    This could not continue.


    He glanced at Ralnulian, nervous at his presence. This was Hredeen’s brother it seemed, but Raine knew nothing of him, found he could not read him like he could so many others. There was a curious blankness there.


    Was this an indication of the elven blood? Ralnulian knew what he was. Hredeen had not. Was that what made the difference in what he could detect?


    Either way, Ralnulian was an unknown factor. Certainly his loyalty would be with Hredeen, and after what had occurred, he had no reason to support Taldan in the least. His background was a War Guild assassin who had escaped the brutal control of his masters. If so, his skills would be unparalleled. Perhaps even the Shadows would not be able to stand against him.


    Suddenly he was completely concerned about this stranger. What if he did decide to strike back against Taldan for what the emperor had done? There were no Shadows within the room who could stop him. He could not trust the man, would not trust him. He was an unknown, and that made him dangerous to Taldan…


    Raine found himself standing between the emperor and the newcomer, despite the frown his action brought to Hredeen’s face.


    This man was a threat beyond any other. He was not sure who to fear more, the unknown assassins who seemed to be gathering in the city, or this scarred man who stood but a stone’s throw from Taldan.


    The distrust between all of them was an almost physical entity.


    Hredeen took a step backward, toward Ralnulian, even as Raine moved closer to Taldan. It was almost comical, Raine thought, how he imagined he would be any impediment at all to two highly trained assassins.


    They were dangerous, both of them. A threat—


    “Raine.” Taldan’s sharp tone brought his thoughts back from…


    He shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose in confusion. Why had he thought such things about Hredeen? He knew the other man loved Taldan completely. If he trusted his brother, then Raine was happy to do the same. He had faith in Hredeen.


    “Raine.”


    He looked up, met the emperor’s eyes, the intensity there grounding him.


    “That’s Sladeran. You’re feeling the residue of him through the Illumitae.” He held out a gloved hand, beckoning. “I never thought of him influencing you as well.”


    Neither had Raine. He stepped up and took Taldan’s hand in his, feeling a surge of anger. This man, long dead, would not determine his future. Their future. He glanced over at Hredeen, who was watching the interaction with wide, wary eyes.


    “If this can come to me, then it might also be something that can influence you as well because of the new bond. Have you felt anything at all? Anything that might be negative and not your own?”


    Hredeen considered, taking his time before shaking his head. “I have felt nothing at all. No influence, not even an inkling of Sladeran.”


    “Elves are not easy to influence,” Ralnulian said, his tone matter of fact. “Their ability to guard their minds is something I have learned on my own. If this is so, perhaps that is why Sladeran needed an elf to complete the original triad.”


    Taldan was silent for long moments, considering, his eyes unfocussed as they often were when he was communing with the Illumitae, calling up memories and information in some manner that Raine could not possibly understand, nor wanted to. The small flicker of the Illumitae that resided within him was more than enough to deal with.


    The emperor gave a frustrated sigh. Evidently, there had been nothing mentioned in the ballad about why and how the elf was needed in the triad, what his role had been. Truly, all information about Sladeran was so thoroughly obliterated in the books and, it seemed, within the memories and knowledge passed along through the Illumitae.


    Hredeen frowned. When he spoke, his tone was careful. “I agree. If this is so, and elves have this natural protection, it must be why the gods chose one for Sladeran. Perhaps at that point he was so damaged that he had no ability to control himself. Perhaps Sladeran could not influence the elven Chosen, control him.”


    Taldan flinched, then caught himself, clenching his hands upon the arms of the chair. He took several deep breaths and calmed, becoming more like his old self, contained and less emotional. Raine believed that that was half the problem. Taldan had no ability to deal with emotions right now. Certainly, it seemed as though Sladeran had been an extremely emotional man unless it was simply what the Illumitae had done to him. Such power was bound to have consequences.


    “Is it possible that whatever happened, the emperors who followed created the pattern of how their children, their successors would be raised? If emotion was considered the root of what had happened, perhaps they sought to eradicate it, impossible though that might ultimately be.” Hredeen held Taldan’s gaze, and there was nothing of blame within his eyes, only understanding of all Taldan had gone through as a child.


    Raine wished that he knew half of what Hredeen did of Taldan. So much had passed between them, and once again, he felt the fear rise that he would simply disappear into the triad, the silent partner of the three, overshadowed by their brilliance.


    Taldan squeezed Raine’s fingers. “There is nothing that is going to create such a divide between us, Raine,” he murmured. “I feel your doubts. I know that it will be difficult for me to overcome what has occurred in your life, but I am willing to try. We did not have a good start.” His lips quirked wryly. “But I, for one, believe that this was preordained. Now that we know even a portion of what happened back then, it is clear that I will need both of you to overcome this mess. With time and respect, I believe we can make it work, but only if we change things and do not follow what I have been taught, what the traditions hold. The time has come for change.”


    Hredeen took a tentative step forward, longing on his face. “So now we know. It is Sladeran who created what occurred between us.”


    Taldan swallowed hard, nodding. “Regardless, for now, I cannot trust that I can hold him back.”


    “You did not know this was possible. No one did. You are the strongest man I have ever encountered. I believe that Raine and I are here for this, to aid you, to provide the strength against him.”


    Taldan grimaced. “You have far more faith in me than is wise. It must have something to do with whatever happened to Sladeran so long ago, but he seems frighteningly possessive and nothing close to sane when it comes to both of you.” He raised his eyes, expression grim. “I am beginning to think that what caused the gods to change the Illumitae and pare it down to mere memory and nothing of a weapon has its roots in whatever occurred between the three of them.”


    Ralnulian stepped closer and sank into a nearby chair, clearly indicating that he was part of this but posing no current threat. “If the Illumitae took Sladeran’s sanity, then is it possible that it still influences every emperor even if it has been diminished? Perhaps that is why your father stepped down, why he is ill.”


    Taldan stared at the assassin, clearly never having considered the matter. “If that is so, then every emperor must have struggled to some degree to control the energy.” A look of dawning horror slid over his face. “Does this mean that what I am enduring is nothing more than normal? That there is nothing that will fix this?” Desperation marked his features and slid down the link to Raine. The look he gave both he and Hredeen was heartbreaking. “I cannot. I cannot live like this. Never knowing if I will be in control. Having to fight a specter who would willingly harm those I love. I cannot…” His voice broke.


    Hredeen was there, sliding to his knees before Taldan’s seated form, taking his free hand in his. “The gods have sent Raine and me. There has to be a reason why. You are not alone in this. Never alone.”


     


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen could take no more distance, no more separation from Taldan. The fear was still present, but his determination rose to overcome it. He loved Taldan. The being that had attempted to harm him was no part of his emperor. Whatever it took, Sladeran would be banished back to the past where he belonged.


    The warmth of Taldan’s hand, even separated from him by the glove, felt like a homecoming. Tears rose, and he could not will them away.


    That hand trembled in his, the devastation and fear clear in those beloved eyes.


    “I cannot harm you again,” Taldan said. “I would die rather than that. Anything other…” Tears rose, when Hredeen had never seen such a thing before. Whatever emotional distance Taldan had learned, it was sadly missing now, at a time when he needed the control.


    “We will discover what this triad is,” Hredeen assured him. “How it was used. Together, the three of us, we can discover the solution. The gods have brought us together, now, when there is such danger to the empire. There is reason in that, we only have to find it.”


    Taldan reached out, hesitant, as though waiting for Hredeen to flinch away, before laying his hand upon his cheek, an entirety of desperate love in the gesture.


    “I forced the bond upon you. I took your freedom, imprisoned you as a Chosen. Yet now you offer solace? I cannot decide if you are quite insane or have a heart that is far too forgiving.”


    “Perhaps I am both,” Hredeen whispered. He looked up and reached out to Raine, who also hesitated before taking his offered hand and holding it tightly. He could see the fear in the first Chosen’s eyes, the doubt, the certainty that he would be cast aside for a love that was eight years in the making. “We were both chosen, Raine. One will not be greater than the other. That is not what I want, not what Taldan has offered. Equality. Is that something you can accept?” He smiled, slow and soft. “Are you truly the one who leads? The stag in all his strength? All his glory?”


    Raine flushed beautifully, ducking his head and giving a small, shy smile that lightened his face into true beauty. He glanced at Taldan as though waiting for the emperor to negate the words, but Taldan simply grasped his hand and raised it to his lips.


    “Hredeen speaks sense, as he always has. I do not know where this will lead us and how we can possibly bring about an end to this mess, but I know now that I will not be alone.” His lips quirked wryly. “A wise man told me that today.”


    He glanced between Hredeen and Raine, expression intense, as it always was when he was working through a problem. “If we are equals, then how we do this must be as one.”


    Raine seemed to grasp the concept immediately, curiosity and caution clear in his expression.


    Taldan slid from his chair, kneeling on the floor, guiding Raine down gently, so that the three of them were face to face in a rough triangle. He removed his gloves before retaking Hredeen’s fingers.


    “If I am correct, then this could be intense, so be prepared.” Taldan seemed to be gathering himself before he nodded. “Take Hredeen’s hand, Raine.”


    The two Chosen met each other’s eyes. Then Hredeen offered his palm, almost holding his breath. The wisps of Illumitae that twined within him, not yet able to connect fully with him, or the others, seemed to hum as though anticipating…


    Raine’s hand touched him, palm to palm, and the world flared into incandescent brilliance.


     


     


    Zaran


     


    Zaran shot to his feet, eyes wide, sleep burned away by the vision of what he was witnessing.


    Ralnulian stood by the table, slowly taking steps back toward Zaran, one hand shielding his eyes as he retreated from the force of the Illumitae.


    Zaran had grown up with the force of the gods-given energy, had seen his father wield it in search of knowledge, time after time. Never had he seen it like this.


    Pale blue flame, pure and looking as solid as the walls around them, rose up in a perfect triangle, towering far above the kneeling men below. It did not flicker, nor pulse, did not contain several shades of blue, as Zaran had always seen it. It was steady, strong, menacing in its new form. The very air in the room seemed less with its presence, so that breathing was an effort.


    He stared in shocked appraisal, feeling a sense of relief when Ralnulian finally stepped back to his side so that they pressed shoulder to shoulder, eyes wide, as though they were witnessing a miracle. Perhaps they were.


    This, if the songs and legends were true, was the first time such a thing had been seen for thousands of years. It had been lost to madness, hidden by time itself and those who must have sworn to never let it rise again.


    He felt a surge of fear that the past could come to life once more, that his brother would succumb to the power of Sladeran and use the Illumitae to subjugate both Raine and Hredeen to his will. Without a glimpse into the past, there was no way of telling exactly what had been done to the unknown human and elf who had attempted to stabilize an emperor driven mad by the raw power the gods had gifted him. Their fates had been lost with time.


    The three men were motionless, staring, subsumed by the blue flames that flickered in their eyes like a living being.


    Zaran shivered, finding himself gripping Ralnulian’s forearm.


    The assassin was poised, hand on his dagger, intense gaze fixated upon his brother.


    Zaran’s gaze flicked from man to man, fear and concern mixed equally with awe.


    Taldan, Hredeen, and Raine remained unmoving, their hands tightly clasped, flame twining around their arms, moving from man to man in a never-ceasing flow. The flames rose ever higher upon them, encasing more of their forms. Taldan let out a sound, low and menacing, his eyes darkening to the color of a storm before he released his grip upon both Raine and Hredeen.


    The energy abruptly subsided, leaving Zaran’s ears ringing in the sudden, complete silence.


    He waited, finding it difficult to breathe, feeling Ralnulian’s tension, his forearm rock solid beneath Zaran’s fingertips.


    Taldan blinked, Raine, then Hredeen following suit.


    All three of them seemed to sag as though the loss of the Illumitae left them exhausted.


    Raine suddenly began to laugh, a bright, lilting sound that broke the tension, shattered it completely.


    “That…was amazing! I want to do it again!” The childlike wonder shone from him, and both Hredeen and Taldan seemed to snap out of the influence of the Illumitae in response.


    A small smile curved Taldan’s lips behind the mask, and the sign of humor made Zaran take a deep, full breath, relief flowing over him, almost sending him to his knees in response.


    His brother was back.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen woke abruptly, freezing in place. Warmth lay along his side, an arm, no, two arms over his back. He could feel the ebb and flow of the Illumitae through his mind, his body, but it did not end within him, moving smoothly from his body into…


    He opened his eyes. Beside him on the pillow, Raine was softly breathing, looking painfully young in the embrace of sleep. Beyond him…


    Blue eyes blinked, met his own. Caught staring, Taldan flushed a little, licked his lips in a familiar nervous gesture.


    Hredeen watched the movement, caught off-guard by the strength of the lust he felt. He could feel the gist of Taldan’s thoughts, the love and worry that filtered through his mind. If there had been the slightest doubt within him that his beloved returned his feelings, this would have settled it. He cautiously searched for the slightest hint of Sladeran, but Taldan’s thoughts were his own.


    His own thoughts began to detect something within himself, a jagged edge, a missing piece.


    The bonding was not complete, could not be without the final act, the ceremony, the visual acceptance of the gods.


    The blessing of rain.


    Yet it was strong enough that he “felt” Taldan more clearly than ever before.


    A long-fingered hand reached out, hovered over his cheekbone, a question in blue eyes.


    Hredeen searched himself and found nothing but desire. Perhaps he was a fool, perhaps this was far too swift a reconciliation, but in his heart, he loved Taldan, even if the trust was a little frayed, a little worn.


    He nodded, and those familiar fingers stroked over his face, a look of wonder in Taldan’s expression. He could feel that the emperor had never thought he would have this right again, that what had happened had forever severed what they’d once had.


    Hredeen felt his heart soften further, and he reciprocated, silently asking for permission before he let his fingers slide into short, silver hair, reveling in the familiarity of it, the sense of a return of rightness making him draw in a shuddering breath, overwhelmed. He had believed this gone forever.


    They were tentative, where once they had known each other so intimately. A gentle kiss, almost shy touches.


    Hredeen smoothed his fingers over Taldan’s chest, saw the half-lidded pleasure in the emperor’s eyes. It was all so precious.


    He fought back tears, leaned down to lay a kiss upon warm skin.


    Taldan gently urged him closer, so that they leaned into each other’s space. Taldan left a trail of gentle reverent kisses down Hredeen’s neck and shoulder, then his arm, before grasping his hand, the one that had been injured and raising it to his lips, his expression full of potent sorrow.


    Hredeen would have none of it. He gently put his fingers beneath Taldan’s chin and raised him so that they were eye to eye.


    “None of that has a place here. Those were Sladeran’s actions, and he has no place with us. As the triad, we are stronger, we will find a way to drive him back to the past for good someday, but for now, he will not take what we have between us.”


    Taldan sucked in a tremulous breath, nodded, but Hredeen knew the sorrow lingered, that it would take more than words to heal all that had happened. Time and love, that was all they could offer each other.


    Raine stirred, murmuring softly, then blinked up at them, adorably tousled and sleep confused, before his gaze sharpened and he gave a satisfied smile.


    “You look beautiful together,” he whispered, and for once, there was no shadow in his eyes at the words themselves. His doubts seemed muted, and both Hredeen and Taldan glanced at each other, pleased that they could feel that, and each other, even if it was faint.


    As if in accord, both men leaned down to kiss Raine, Taldan pulling him into a scorching kiss and Hredeen, laughing softly, laying a kiss upon his ear, breathing into it softly.


    Raine yelped in protest, pulling away from Taldan and tucking his ear into his shoulder, eyeing Hredeen reproachfully.


    Raine’s scowl fell away swiftly as he eyed them both, surprise and then pleasure rising. “The triad. Can you feel it? It’s beautiful…” he breathed, reverence in the tone.


    Hredeen had to agree. But it was not yet complete. He found it difficult to imagine what it would look like in completion, when Taldan claimed him before the gods.


    Here, with the feel of Raine and Taldan within him, he found himself thinking that perhaps, just perhaps, things could work out far better than he could ever have imagined.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine had a feeling of contentment that he had never experienced before. Lying on a couch, in Taldan’s arms, with Hredeen right here beside him made him feel complete in a way that lifted his heart, an ache so fierce it was almost pain. The breeze blowing in through the open balcony doors felt cool on his hot skin and stirred Hredeen’s beautiful hair.


    The emperor’s rooms were full of people Taldan cared deeply about, as they cared for him. Prince Zaran, Isnay, Naral, even Ralnulian—along with Raine and Hredeen of course—all here to support him. To show their loyalty, friendship, and love.


    He was slowly coming to the conclusion that he had found family, not of blood, but of soul. It was creating a sense of worth within him that grew each day, a fragile trust that this was real and not some desperate part of his imagination. He sat upon the new couch, lips curling in continuing amusement over its gifting.


    Naral had speedily commissioned it and presented it with laughter glinting in his eyes.


    It was specially formed to curve inward, made for three people, an intimate joining, for the emperor and his two Chosen.


    Taldan had burst out laughing and hugged Naral tightly, surprising a gasp out of his friend. Taldan had never been noted for displays of affection, Raine knew, but it seemed things were changing, for the better in his mind.


    Taldan seemed more than before, powerful but with a gentler edge, a connection to those around him that had not been present before.


    Raine felt a surge of optimism. The feeling of power that had flowed between the three of them had the potential to become so much more. With time and effort, they would find the ways to use it, to recreate the original purpose of the Illumitae, but shaped and formed for the three of them, put to use in a more controlled and mindful way than the past.


    For the past few days, there had been a lightness about Taldan, as though a terrible weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Hredeen looked almost dazed, as if he could not believe that this had come to a reasonable conclusion, that there was hope for the future. Things were still a little tentative between the emperor and his second Chosen, with both of them finding a balance in their new relationship, a blend of the past and present, a hope for the future. Raine found himself easing in when things grew uncomfortable, finding a path for two powerful men that had never had the opportunity to learn how to let out their true selves, especially to others.


    It did not escape his notice that he had come from a similar background and yet could step into this role of peacemaker with relative ease. Perhaps it was his talent for deciphering what people hid emotionally. Whatever it was, now he could see the symbolism of the stag, who led the other two. That was exactly what was occurring, and it felt right and good, giving him a sense of confidence that he would never have imagined such a short time ago. Far from being the odd one out in the unfamiliar, three-way relationship, he was the guiding force.


    He shook his head at the strangeness of his new path.


    Taldan felt the movement and glanced down at him where he was tucked against the emperor’s side, comfortable upon the luxurious new couch.


    Raine sent his contentment along the link and saw Taldan’s eyes soften as he felt it. There was a weak echo along the link, where Hredeen felt a wisp of what they were sharing. He couldn’t help wondering with a faint sense of anticipation how it would feel when Taldan and Hredeen’s link was finalized, becoming as strong, creating a three-way link that would be unrivaled since ancient times.


    Hredeen huffed out a laugh from the other side of Taldan where he lay half sprawled upon the emperor, pleasantly relaxed after the wine from the celebration.


    “I think the question is how you will survive feeling what courses down the link when the ceremony joins Taldan and me.” The purring innuendo within his words made Raine flush and tuck his face against Taldan’s side. He felt the emperor laugh softly before stroking his hair with affection.


    Prince Zaran approached them, giving proper reverence before coming forward after Taldan indicated he could.


    Raine felt a pang of sadness from Taldan that his brother had to conform to protocol. Tradition bound them all so tightly. Most of it foolish and unnecessary as far Raine was concerned. As a stranger to it all, he saw it from a very different viewpoint than those who had always lived within the empire’s intense shadow, within its very heart. Taldan knew his views and seemed to accept them. Raine didn’t want his own beliefs to color their relationship into anything negative. Whatever Taldan chose to do, he would support him.


    Zaran went to his knees before Taldan, a smile on his face. Zaran’s lips opened to speak—and a sharp whistle sounded from the open balcony doors—an arrowhead bursting through the prince’s chest, followed a moment later by a second that tore clear through his shoulder, striking Taldan in his shoulder, blood spraying over Raine’s face.


    Chaos exploded around them. Ralnulian let out a roar of rage before the assassin moved with an unnatural speed out to the balcony, leaping over the railing, his face contorted with lethal intent.


    Taldan let out an anguished cry, an expression of disbelief as he slid to his knees, catching Zaran as he began to slide sideways, blue eyes wide with shock. He didn’t seem to realize he had been wounded as well. All his focus was on his brother.


    Hredeen leaped from the couch, crouching in front of them and facing the balcony, shielding them. He had two large daggers drawn, and a snarl curled his lips, turning him into something completely feral.


    Raine wiped blood from his face with trembling fingers, watching with wide eyes as Taldan lowered Zaran to the floor, tearing at his shirt, wild grief flowing down the link.


    “No,” Taldan whispered, trembling fingers touching the point of the arrow that protruded an inch from his brother’s chest, a violation of flesh. Of life.


    Isnay slid in on his knees, eyes wide, but with determination written in his expression. He put a daring hand over Taldan’s as the emperor’s began to glow with blue fire.


    “No! The arrow needs to come out first. If you try to heal him like this, it could well kill him. It could be poisoned.”


    Taldan trembled, the fire flickering up from his hands, up his arms, beginning to twine around his throat.


    Raine laid his hands upon Taldan’s shoulders, steadying him as best he could.


    The flames spread between them, then a moment later, another set of hands completed the triad. Taldan rose to his feet, blue fire lighting his eyes to nothing human. He stripped the bloody gloves from his hands, then spread his fingers out wide, flame licking from finger to finger. The blank mask framed his snarling mouth, made him something utterly terrifying.


    He let out a roar of pain and wrath that made Raine flinch, though he kept his touch steady. It seemed the very room shook with the power of Taldan’s emotions, as though they became physical in some fashion. The flame rose, moving between the three of them until it took Raine’s breath, until everything he saw was tinted with blue, his body shaking with the force of the Illumitae coursing through him.


    On the other side of Taldan, Hredeen looked inhuman, teeth bared, his eyes glowing with the Illumitae. He seemed to relish the embrace of the blue flame, to grow stronger with its presence, even as Taldan did.


    It was that moment that Raine realized his place in this triad. A leader, yes. To keep the other two in check, when the force of the energy became too much, took them over completely.


    As if in tune with his thoughts, Taldan thrust hands out before him, palms out. The flames gathered, swirling between the fingers, powerful, unstoppable, before Taldan cried out some word that Raine did not recognize. The blue flames turned red, a brilliant crimson that seethed with menace before it shot from Taldan’s grasp, gone out the balcony doors before Raine could blink.


    Immediately, Taldan fell to his knees, face pale. The red light disappeared back into blue flame. Through their link, Raine could tell that it took every bit of strength Taldan retained to keep conscious, to be aware. Beside him, Hredeen still stood, still guarded. Mixed in with the Illumitae that still flickered, though now more faintly, was a faint red wisp that twined with the blue energy. Raine eyed it cautiously, sure that he did not want to touch it. Certainly it had seemed to avoid him; he had not even sensed it through the link.


    Whatever it was, he flinched from its presence. It felt like a physical representation of Sladeran to him.


    Taldan seemed to gather himself, turning his attention back to his injured brother. Zaran’s blood had stained his ornate tunic and seeped across the floor.


    Isnay broke off the fletching from the arrow, then with a single thrust, pushed the shaft through Zaran’s body, the head emerging fully. Isnay grasped the shaft with bloody fingers and pulled it out with slow, steady force.


    Taldan made a sound in his throat, as though the pain were his own. When the arrow was at last removed, he gathered his brother into his arms. Zaran stared into his older brother’s eyes, barely blinking, face alarmingly pale. His mouth moved, but there was no sound.


    A trickle of blood left the corner of Zaran’s mouth, and Raine felt tears rising in his eyes.


    This couldn’t be. Not now. Not when they were finding a path that would see the danger pass. If Zaran died…. Raine couldn’t imagine how Taldan would react, with his power now stabilized, his strength and abilities greater than before.


    Was this what had happened to Sladeran? Had he received this power through the triad and then something occurred to make him more dangerous than before, able to wield the Illumitae in a whole new way?


    Taldan gathered Zaran close, cradling him, giving him soft sounds of comfort coated in tears.


    The blue flame flickered out over Zaran, and Raine held his breath. After all, the Illumitae had not completely healed Hredeen, but then it had not been Taldan wielding it at the time. In the hands of the emperor himself, it was a very different thing indeed.


    The Illumitae flowed over Zaran, gentle, soft and slow, so different from what it had been a few minutes ago.


    Now, it felt like love itself.


    Raine had a revelation. The true Illumitae was a reflection of the gods themselves. Each with a different energy, a different outlook. Whatever the emperor felt, was what was given. Rage, love, anything at all, it filtered through. They were thinking that the gods controlled this, but in reality, it was the choices of the emperor himself that sculpted the magic, perhaps because Sladeran had offered his own body, mind, soul, for the creation of the Illumitae.


    It was human choices that fuelled it, shaped it.


    He knelt down at Taldan’s side, maintaining a hold on his emperor.


    Tears ran down Taldan’s face, turning to liquid blue as they ran through the Illumitae that still wreathed him completely. The drops dripped down upon Zaran’s face, spreading out, engulfing him, turning him into something not quite human. It ran through the blood that dripped from his lips and turned them blue as well. The glow grew in brilliance until Zaran seemed not quite solid, not human.


    Raine felt a shaft of fear curl over him. Were the gods taking Zaran? Was his soul preparing to join the gods?


    Taldan let out a cry of agony, and only then did Raine realize that his own fear was feeding Taldan’s.


    Cursing himself, he wrapped his arms around Taldan’s shoulders, one hand covering Taldan’s own wound. “Think of healing him, my emperor. Of asking for divine help.”


    Taldan obeyed without thought, his head falling back as though he prayed, his jaw clenched in lines of determination, the lines of his face deepening.


    Raine sent prayers of his own, hoping…


    He used his own small amount of the blue fire, using all his strength to heal his emperor’s shoulder.


    The Illumitae seemed to brighten, become more solid, and it twined around Taldan and Raine with lesser wisps trailing out to Hredeen. After reconnecting with them all, it gently flowed down to encompass Zaran, with small bits curling over Taldan’s wound.


    Raine heard Isnay’s soft gasp, heard his swift retreat, but he could not focus on anything but keeping Taldan centered, keeping him in the here and now. Sladeran had come with the rage, yet Raine could feel a softness that held hints of the first emperor’s energy. He had been a man. If there had been madness, insanity, then perhaps in the beginning there had been love, concern, empathy.


    Certainly, it seemed that he sensed Taldan’s grief and showed the faintest caring…


    Taldan suddenly slumped over Zaran’s limp form, and Raine felt a surge of fear.


     


    * * *


     


    Hredeen


     


    Zaran lay in Taldan’s arms, motionless, eyes closed, breathing but nothing else. There was no sense of him, no sign that his soul was present, that it was anything more than a body that his brother held.


    Hredeen prowled around them, hands on weapons, rage and grief intertwined so that he could not think, could only react. He never took his eyes away from the balcony. He didn’t want to see Zaran as he was, broken, gone. The need to act, to find those who had perpetrated this atrocity and take their lives in reparation terrified him in ways he had never encountered before. He killed under orders. It was not an act of emotion, not underlain with black desires. He felt nothing when his missions were completed. Could feel nothing.


    Such things had been beaten out of him. Yet this place, Taldan himself, had changed all that, given him access to a part of himself that he thought long gone, long since destroyed by those who took his future and made it their own.


    Was this what Taldan felt? Unable to understand these new feelings, new responses? Neither of them had ever had anything to compare this to.


    He found himself reaching out, desperate, feeling as though he might fly apart, become something else, something deadly and without the slightest compassion or humanity to create boundaries to his abilities. Something like Sladeran.


    He felt Raine, the faint link that existed between them.


    His energy, his soul, was like cool, clear water, shocking Hredeen out of his killing rage and back into something approximating rationality.


    He sucked in a quivering breath, feeling as though he had been pulled back from a precipice that he barely understood, one that would have broken him completely, and by association, also Taldan and Raine.


    Shaking, he glanced toward Raine, who still pressed against Taldan’s side, no doubt trying to keep him in one piece. The thought of the emperor, unchallenged, uncontrolled, with the Illumitae at his disposal and rage his goad, made him ill. Would that be the final act that would put Sladeran in control, Taldan once and for all extinguished, and a madman taking over the empire once more?


    Raine glanced up and met his eyes with tears in his own. Without the slightest hesitation, without the appropriate fear for the emotions that Hredeen must be sending down the link, he held out his hand.


    Hredeen felt something rise within him. This young man, so brutalized during his life, had the courage and strength to reach out to others. He had not closed himself off as Hredeen had. As Taldan had. He was something far greater.


    Hredeen hesitated, feeling as if he would taint Raine by even touching him. The way he was feeling, he was nothing good, nothing fine.


    Raine blinked, then his gaze softened into something so understanding, so beautiful, that Hredeen let out a sob, feeling as though his dark past had been examined, cast aside, and that his soul was still worthy. He gritted his teeth, fighting back another sound that would indicate his weakness. He who had been trained to have none at all.


    Raine never took his gentle gaze from him, never showed in the slightest that he hated Hredeen, as he should.


    Had Hredeen not killed one of his brothers? Had he not come back, inveigled his way into what was a tentative, fragile relationship, and turned it into something else, something that Raine was not comfortable with?


    “Hredeen,” Raine whispered, never wavering in his outstretched gesture.


    Hredeen wanted to run, wanted to flee this place where emotions floated so close to the surface. Where he could become something else, something new and beyond his past. More than a stolen child, more than a soulless assassin.


    He fought back the fear and reached out, curled his fingers around Raine’s.


    Light flared through him, a gentler, softer side of the Illumitae than he had yet encountered. Under Raine’s touch, it was something pure, unsullied by human interference, as though it were directly from the gods themselves, brilliant, dazzling. This was divine power in its purest form. Untainted by Sladeran’s madness or any human intervention.


    He wanted to weep, though he didn’t know why. He wanted to…


    A surge of love ran down the link, overwhelming him completely so that he couldn’t express all the doubts, all the fears that had seemed so alive, so vital, just a moment before.


    A gasping moan brought him back to harsh reality, jerking him back to the present, leaving him mourning the sense of a divine love that had been so brief, so perfect, beyond anything he had ever experienced before.


    He blinked, realizing that he and Raine had formed the triad shape without thought, facing Taldan, encasing Zaran between the three of them.


    It was Zaran who had made a sound, the prince’s eyelids fluttering before he slowly opened his eyes, staring up at Taldan with confusion and residue of fear and pain.


    “Brother,” he whispered hoarsely.


    Taldan tried to smile, but it devolved into something broken.


    “Brother,” he answered, lowering his head to lay his forehead against Zaran’s. “The gods have sent you back.”

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


     


    Taldan


     


    The cursed day had been so very long.


    Now, late in the night, exhaustion wanted to steal Taldan’s strength, but his role of emperor forced him to be here, seated upon his throne, facing his courtiers.


    The Shadows came, silent, ringing the room in some sort of ceremonial fashion, sword points down upon the floor in a martial display that seemed to make those present within the court flinch away, as though their strangeness, their ever-present mystery was too strong to be denied tonight, to be brushed aside.


    Taldan sat upon the throne, Hredeen to his right, Raine to his left, each upon their own throne. On a level with the emperor himself.


    It was a thing of scandal, no doubt.


    Taldan could not say he cared. Before, he might have been concerned for the breach of tradition.


    Now, with the attack, with Zaran finally resting within his rooms, closely guarded, former concerns seemed to fade away into obscurity.


    The Shadows had brought him the news that they, along with Ralnulian, had found the assassins. Not one but two, as Fagan had warned. Taldan felt a surge of anger, but this time, it was his own. This held no part of Sladeran, only Taldan’s own determination. This occurrence held no place in the past. Surprisingly, the War Guild and its action seemed to have no impact upon the first emperor’s presence.


    This was Taldan’s alone, and he felt the power of it surge through him. Zaran’s blood coated his body, staining his gloves a sickening red, and he let people stare, let them see what had been done. The tear upon the shoulder of his robes. The bloodstain that proclaimed how close the danger had come. The threat they faced.


    The feel of a hand upon each of his shoulders, anchoring him in the here and now, held him firm, kept Sladeran at bay for the moment. He was not fool enough to think him pushed aside for long.


    The news of the imperial prince’s injuries and the attack had spread quickly. Taldan put out a call for the court to gather. The people needed to know what was coming, needed to realize that the wolves were at the door and the time of peace was over. The whispers and rumors about the War Guild now had a terrifying new reality to them. A true threat, solid and physical.


    The great doors opened. Ralnulian strode through, dragging a body behind him with nothing of respect and everything of scorn. Behind him, a Shadow followed, mirroring his actions with a second body.


    Blood smeared upon the pristine marble, leaving twin trails of gore that courtiers flinched back from, eyes wide, whispers silenced in the presence of stark death.


    Ralnulian cast the first body at Taldan’s feet, in an age-old presentation of a vanquished enemy.


    Taldan stared down at the dead assassin, face cold and hard, though a faint whisper in his thoughts wondered who this man had been. Was he any more at fault for his actions than Hredeen? Then Ralnulian?


    The second body was laid beside the first, and Taldan bit back a curse, keeping himself motionless. The dead face was that of a mere boy. A deadly boy no doubt, but someone just past childhood, not yet a man.


    Taldan felt a surge of fury but tempered it so he could speak clearly, coldly. His voice rang throughout the vast room, seeming to come from everywhere in a display of power that made the people immediately silence.


    “This is the face of the War Guild. Sending children to murder, stealing their youth, and forcing them into becoming killers. Our ancestors created them, let them loose as weapons of the Anrodnes Empire. Even as our ancestors allied with the Shadows, ensuring the emperor himself was kept safe. Yet the Shadows have kept to their vows, while the War Guild has become something else, something that now seeks to destroy what it once served. It has become rotten at its core, believing that it can step in, become more powerful, rule the empire and much further. They have slithered into Bhantan like serpents, misrepresented themselves in order to dethrone King Dransin the Fourth, the legitimate ruler.”


    Taldan nodded to Dransin where he sat to Raine’s left, in the place of an acknowledged, important guest. It made Dransin’s legitimacy in the eyes of the empire, very, very clear.


    The young king inclined his head in response, his jaw clenched with the effort of keeping his expression relatively neutral.


    “The War Guild’s reach has grown long, its ambition becoming clear. They have come into our very capital city, allied with fanatics who interfered with my ascension, and now have injured the imperial prince.”


    He paused, letting his eyes rove over the assembled nobility, gauging their responses. The Shadows were doing the same he realized soon after, their keen eyes seeming to parse every nuance of expression that could indicate the nobles were anything less than loyal. It was saddening to realize that there could be those from the empire itself who wished for change. Not just those of relatively recently conquered provinces, but those who had been born within the very heart of the empire, the place of beginnings. Those who would not care for those around them, who would be easily swayed by the War Guild’s whispers and promises.


    He gathered himself, thrusting aside every consideration besides what needed to be said, what his subjects needed to hear from their emperor.


    “They threaten all that we have accomplished, all that the empire contains. We will not devolve into the fractured countries of the past. We will not allow the War Guild, in its greed, to take all that our citizens treasure and destroy it in a desire for power. Given what they have done to those they take into their fold, I doubt that they would show the least bit of mercy to any in their path. Their promises are mere air, and they seek to use us against each other, for in that chaos will lie the seeds of the empire’s fall.”


    He saw worry and realization bloom on many a face and felt a sense of satisfaction that some at least were beginning to realize this was not just the War Guild against the emperor and his forces, but something that could threaten everything they held dear. This was not something they could stand aside from and assume that others would see done.


    “They will be within the cities, the towns, whispering, trying to fuel discord. It will be up to every citizen to help stop them, every person who wishes to protect their own. It is up to all to detect this darkness, to never allow it to take root.” He gestured to the bodies, to the blood that slowly pooled upon the marble, trickling to obscure part of the imperial emblem that lay proudly before the throne.


    “This is what we can expect if they should succeed in their ambitions.”


    “As emperor, I will protect every man, every woman and child within our borders.” Blue flame began to flicker over his clenched, gloved fist. “Our enemies will find that I am not the same as my father or his father before him. I am more, and they will find that to their detriment.” The words held all the grim determination he felt within his very soul. If he could but make the people themselves part of the solution… Show them that this was no small threat.


    Something swirled within his thoughts, something that tinted red along the edges.


    Sladeran. Not threatening, but informing, a memory of an ability he had developed.


    Taldan felt a frisson of concern from Raine and sent a soothing response to both his Chosen in return. With their contact, he would keep the past where it belonged, use only the knowledge it contained.


    The fire became almost purple, like Hredeen’s eyes, beautiful, yet with a deadly edge, somewhat like the assassin himself. It swirled over Taldan’s fingertips. He moved his hand gently and it became more focused, aiming for the young assassin’s body. It engulfed the battered form, twining, then sinking within the body itself.


    Taldan’s fingers crooked, and suddenly the body rose, hanging in the grip of the Illumitae.


    Courtiers took a step back, gasping, some muttering prayers to the gods at this unexpected and unknown use of the emperor’s powers. When the boy’s eyes snapped open, his mouth moving silently, several people fainted, sliding soundlessly to the ground, lost in the stunned crowd.


    The dead boy’s eyes moved to Taldan, recognition seeming to form in his dull expression.


    Hredeen tensed beside him, but Taldan pushed forward, using this new magic to force the corpse to speak.


     


     


    Hredeen


     


    “You will die.” The hollow stilted words seemed to come from some well within the young assassin’s dead body. “We will come, and you will fall.”


    There was no emotion in the words, no sense of determination or satisfaction. It was simply a fact, and all the more terrifying for it. This above all, Hredeen hoped, would rouse the populace to step into their own defense in a way that no army could possibly achieve.


    People stared at the scene in clear shock, both at the raising of the dead and the temerity of speaking to the emperor, an avatar of the gods themselves, in such a fashion.


    Taldan smiled at the speaking corpse, and everyone shrank back.


    “I think your masters will find that far more difficult than they could possibly anticipate.” The soft tone was at odds with the eyes that gleamed behind the mask. “Perhaps their mages and seers can hear me through you. I give them a message. Do not continue in what will bring about your downfall. I am far more than you can imagine.” His smile widened. “If you do not believe me now, you will, when the armies of Anrodnes darken your horizon, when we bring your destruction.”


    Taldan made a gesture and gently laid the body back down, the brief animation ceding into true death once more.


    Taldan looked up at the watchers. “Let them come. We will show them the might and strength of all the empire represents.”


    Hredeen felt sickened at the use of the boy’s body, though he realized the necessity of what Taldan had done. All he could consider was that this youngster had gone through all that he had, all the tortures, all the pain that was coated in the name of training. This could have been him. Or Ralnulian.


    His jaw firmed. In bringing down the War Guild, not only would they be protecting the empire, but they would be eliminating the taking of children, turning those who had never had a choice in the matter into killers, mere tools in the hands of monsters.


    Whatever the original War Guild might have been, might have been created for, it had become twisted into something far different, dark and dangerous, and now with a desire for power.


    Together, they would stop it.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine felt ill, a sliver of fear running through his thoughts that he ruthlessly squashed before it could be felt by Taldan. The amount of power it had taken to raise a dead form and briefly animate it was staggering. If what they were slowly understanding was true, then this would be only a portion of the power that the emperor could wield in the future, when the triad at last was joined in truth.


    The thought of being part of such a thing was terrifying. He was simply a young nobleman from a far-flung territory. This passage from what his life had been to what was now expected of him was tearing at his nerves, his newfound determination.


    If the triad was going to create such power in the emperor himself, then what changes would it force upon Raine and Hredeen? He longed to know the true story of what had occurred so long ago, between three men lost in time. Something had gone terribly wrong, that much was certain. But the details, precious details, were blank.


    Hredeen held elven blood. Surely such a mystical bloodline would be better able to endure whatever the Illumitae might throw at them.


    But he was a mere human, with nothing of fine blood, only that of a cursed family who had precipitated death and destruction.


    He had been chosen. Why, he could not fathom.


    Taldan’s powerful voice shocked the whispers into silence as he continued to address the crowd within the throne room. “Long ago, Sladeran Anrodnes forged the beginning of our empire.”


    “He was given the gift of the Illumitae, which to this day is passed down from emperor to emperor. It is said that when the gods gave him such power, he was also given two Chosen, both needed to aid him in the immense task of controlling a new, divine force. So it is that here and now, when we face a great threat from within our own borders, I have taken a second Chosen.”


    The shocked silence exploded into stunned exclamations, which only ceased when Taldan raised a bloodied hand. “The triad that existed then led to a power never seen before. That is what we will need for the struggle to come. Do not assume that because the War Guild does not have a large army such as Anrodnes, that it is any less a threat. The stories of the War Guild’s powers, its training, its cruelty, are true.” He reached out and took Hredeen’s hand in his.


    “We will prevail. There is no other choice. I will use whatever power the past can provide, in whatever way is needed. I have spoken, and so it shall be done.” He rose to his feet and the people sank to their knees, pale, none daring to look up as he passed, his two Chosen hard on his heels.


    The doors had not closed behind them before Raine heard the beginnings of the ruckus the emperor’s words and actions had created.


    The original history of Anrodnes was coming back into the light, for better—or worse.

  




  
    


     


     


     


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen was terrified.


    Fear was an alien feeling at best, since such a thing had long ago been beaten out of him. Fear caused an assassin to make mistakes. Mistakes that made the War Guild decide you were not worthy of their name. Worthy only of a nameless grave.


    This, this was beyond fear.


    This was leading to something he had no training for, no ability to understand.


    He trailed behind Taldan and Raine as the two men, both dressed in the traditional white garb, paced slowly down the dark corridors that led to the temple’s heart, the chamber of the gods.


    How could this be his destiny? After all he had done and had done to him, how was he worthy of this? Surely the gods should reconsider the forced choosing and the Illumitae should reject him, show everyone once and for all that he was nothing of note, nothing good and fine and worthy to be at an emperor’s side.


    He swallowed hard, realizing with dim surprise that his hands were shaking, he who could hide his emotions so readily.


    “This is meant to be, brother. No amount of worry, fear, or doubt can take that away. You are the second Chosen, the third member of the triad. If the gods chose you for this, then it does not matter if you understand or not. It simply is.” The memory of an earlier conversation with his brother gave him strength, and he stood a little straighter. He felt a little steadier that, in the here and now, Ralnulian was present, further back in the retinue, but present all the same.


    He was not alone. The fact that he had a family, Ralnulian and Cermin, blood of his blood, still had the power to make him speechless. He wondered whether such a thing would ever feel commonplace.


    The priests chanted softly as they entered the great chamber, their incense burners making Hredeen’s nose wrinkle as he fought not to sneeze. No doubt such a thing would be an omen of darkness or some such thing.


    He forced his thoughts back to the moment, his fingers curling into his palm in nervous anticipation. The head priest motioned them all forward before going to one knee and kissing the ring of state that the emperor wore.


    Taldan had prepared Hredeen for what would occur within the chamber, and Hredeen had cynically thought that such a gesture on behalf of the head priest seemed arcane. Now, watching it, he thought otherwise. It was only right and good that the clergy proved that they were loyal to the emperor himself. Given what was happening with the War Guild, such things were more important than ever before.


    Mind you, fear of the Illumitae and what it could reveal to Emperor Taldan Anrodnes was certainly an impetus to loyalty in anyone.


    Shame the War Guild didn’t seem to understand the power of it. Hredeen paused, a thought coming to the fore. Perhaps the reason the War Guild was attacking now was that Taldan was seeking peace, not war. Did the War Guild see that as weakness, a possible chink in the iron will of a long line of warlike, powerful emperors?


    If so, they were in for a shock.


    Another possibility was that the War Guild feared the true power of the Illumitae, brought to life by the linking of the triad. The secretive prophets of the War Guild may have warned the grandmasters, setting all of this in motion. If so, they had sown the seeds of their own destruction.


    Taldan held a strength of will that would see them through this. His will was just as great, if not greater than any emperor before him.


    He and Raine would protect Taldan from Sladeran, and the rest would fall in place.


    He desperately needed to believe that.


    But first, he had to survive the ceremony itself…


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine trailed behind Taldan, lost in wistful memories of this place and all he had experienced here. In some ways, it was as if his life had begun anew in this sacred space. It was here he found his heart, and perhaps his purpose. Certainly, he had found a newborn strength the likes of which he had never imagined he’d possessed.


    They reached the altar. Taldan turned and smiled, his eyes softening as he held out his hand for Raine. Raine stepped forward without pause, took that hand and accepted the help up onto the ceremonial bed. He knelt there, suddenly uncertain, glancing over at Hredeen who hovered close by. The assassin looked more afraid than Raine had ever seen, wild-eyed, and he almost shied away when Taldan offered his hand to him in turn.


    The emperor stopped. He did not attempt to approach his second Chosen. He simply waited patiently, as though he had all the time in the world, as though the fate of the empire did not hinge on the final linking of the triad.


    Raine leaned back, lounging on one elbow, watching the two of them. He still couldn’t really determine how he felt about this. He thought Hredeen was beautiful, enticing, but he had no wish to have sex with him. His heart was firmly Taldan’s. The complexities of how this relationship could possibly lead to happiness for the three of them seemed overwhelming.


    He clenched his jaw, thrusting away the uncertainties. For now, at least, the most important consideration was that the triad be formed in its entirety, that the power it would create would give them a weapon capable of withstanding anything their enemies might throw at them.


    He thought of Zaran, after two weeks still abed, still weak despite the healing. It only showed how serious his wound had been and how close they had come to losing him.


    The general belief was that the War Guild had actually been aiming for Taldan before Zaran stepped in front of the incoming arrows. He couldn’t help but wonder why a group as supposedly far-seeing as the War Guild would turn against the very empire they had for so long protected. Was it simply a breakdown of leadership, a private quest for power by whoever led them now? Or was it something more? If they received visions, had they seen something that convinced them that the empire needed to fall?


    Somehow, they needed to find a way to discover how this had come about, what the purpose of this sudden turnabout could be.


    His attention veered back to the moment as Hredeen finally, almost reluctantly, took Taldan’s hand.


    Taldan drew him to the side of the bed but did not urge Hredeen upon it. Instead, he reached up and removed the mask, setting it carefully aside, and drew the gloves off and let them fall unheeded. He unfastened his own robes, letting them drop away and leaving his glorious body nude.


    Raine didn’t think he would ever tire of that sight.


    Certainly Hredeen drew in his breath, hands clenched into nervous fists at his side.


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan felt a great calm descend upon him, as though this moment was right and good, as though the two men before him were part of him, filling missing pieces of his soul he had never truly been aware of.


    For the first time in too long, he felt more himself, without the fear and doubt that Sladeran brought in his wake. This moment of time was his alone. There was no part of the past that could be allowed here, within this temple. Not if this final piece of the bonding was to be free of taint.


    He glanced over to Ralnulian, who stood to one side of the small crowd, next to Isnay and Dransin. Dransin would be the first foreign king to ever witness this event, and he looked entirely overwhelmed, obviously attempting to remain aloof and calm despite the strangeness of it all, when he would see proof of the gods, something his own culture had never encountered in such a blatant form.


    Ralnulian gave a small nod to Taldan. He turned back to the doorway and disappeared for a moment or two before returning once more. He folded his arms over his chest, prepared for what was to come.


    Taldan gave a small smile. Hredeen was so frozen, so intent on Taldan, that he never noticed the musicians file into the room, nervousness in their movements as they set up close to the door.


    The Shadows formed a wall before them so that none of the newcomers would be able to see what occurred in the center of the chamber. To even have Ralnulian within the chamber was a break of tradition, but Taldan wanted Hredeen’s brother there, wanted him to see Hredeen’s bonding ceremony. It felt important. He wanted Hredeen to have something unique, not what Raine and Taldan had, but something all his own.


    The drums started slowly, almost uncertainly. Hredeen’s startled expression, first questioning and then showing gradual comprehension, made Taldan give a soft laugh. He glanced at Raine, finding his first Chosen hiding a smile behind his hand. He and Raine had come up with the idea for this change in ceremony between them, along with consultation with Ralnulian.


    The fact that Raine had been included was important to Taldan. As he had said, he wanted this triad to be one of equality. Somehow, he knew that was the key to breaking the links to the past. To creating something new and powerful, with no darkness in its foundation, as had been the case with Sladeran and his own triad.


    That darkness would have no place in this modern equivalent.


    Hredeen shot a questioning, disbelieving look at Ralnulian, who simply smirked at him. Taldan met startled purple eyes as they turned to him, something softening in their depths, the evidence of his love very, very evident in the moment.


    It made all the preparations and doubts and arguments with the priests worth it.


    This was a break with tradition. The entire triad was not traditional unless you knew that this was how the empire had started.


    Hredeen smiled then, a slow curving of familiar lips, a light coming into those amazing eyes, a whisper of when he had been a concubine, sure and calm, yet burning brightly to all who encountered him. Taldan had wondered that day when they first met, a faint trickle of thoughts far back in his mind, whether this entrancing being could be an elf, then had dismissed it for the foolishness he had believed it was.


    But Hredeen was more than his bloodline, whatever his parentage. He was a friend, a lover, a part of Taldan’s very soul.


    If Raine was his right hand, then Hredeen was his left, a balance.


    Hredeen slowly parted his robes, letting them slide down his arms, pooling at his feet. As always, he seemed completely comfortable with his own body, without the faintest bit of shyness. Beautiful, ethereal. His Hredeen.


    Taldan moved then, swaying to the soft beat, a wild grin forming, a challenge that he knew Hredeen would never be able to resist. The other man should have been submissive given all he had gone through, but his core showed a brilliant, complex man, a wild heart that had never been fully destroyed even by the War Guild’s cruel training.


    Purple eyes brightened, a smirk upon that beautiful mouth. Hredeen glanced once more to Ralnulian, who nodded, a look of soft pride on his face.


    Hredeen faced Taldan once more and began to sway, moving in that way he had, all grace and sensuality. The way that had always driven Taldan to heights of need beyond his former cool personality.


    The drums rose in volume, as though the musicians were beginning to feel the music, gain confidence. Or perhaps something more divine was guiding them. Taldan’s heartbeat seemed to match it. They had gone through so much to reach this moment, to become what they had always been meant to be. Through anger and pain, misunderstandings and excess pride.


    He vowed to strive to prove himself to this man, to show that his love was true, that he would never again abuse his heart in such a fashion as when he had exiled him, driven him away. Never again allow Sladeran to overrule him, control him when it came to his Chosen.


    Once, long ago, just after he had chosen Hredeen for his harem, Taldan had found him, dancing in the silent hall. No one had been present. The moonlight streamed through the tall windows. Hredeen had moved like something that was not quite real, not quite present in reality.


    When Hredeen had realized Taldan was there, he had knelt to the ground, head lowered.


    Taldan had approached, unsure if this magical being would simply disappear…


    They had made love upon the floor, coated in the moon’s glow, the memory of that dance heating their blood.


    He realized that he had never asked, never found out how Hredeen had learned such arts. Was it the War Guild, in their quest to create assassins that were so beautiful, so seductive that none could resist them? If so, whatever they had taught Hredeen had been taken and molded into something uniquely his.


    A being of wonder.


    Now, he could see the challenge answered, Hredeen’s eyes lighting to purple fire.


     


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen let the fears, the doubts, fall away. The drums spoke to him, as though he stepped free of body and mind and moved into his soul, a soul that felt the music, that remembered nuances of his past. Perhaps it was only because Ralnulian had described the scene of that long ago bonding with such detail, or perhaps it truly was a return of his own memories. It did not matter.


    Taldan had chosen to include this in their bonding ceremony. A symbol of his birthright, a family long gone.


    By what he had said, Ralnulian had searched for their mother upon his escape, but he had never found the place of their birth. His brother did not have enough memory, enough detail, to track down their past.


    But they had each other.


    He shot his brother a smile, a silent thank you that was returned with a grin and a nod.


    His attention was all upon Taldan then. It was like a dream. He half feared he would wake, find himself alone, perhaps back in Bhantan, his mind having played a cruel trick upon him.


    His chin rose, and he began to dance. Somewhere within him, he had discovered a gift for this, something that the War Guild had had no part of. If they had ever realized that he held such a talent, they would have used it unmercifully. Instead, it had only come to light when he had been safe within the palace, safe under Taldan’s protection.


    Now, now he would show his emperor what he was, and what he could be. More than an assassin, more than a concubine. His body flowed with the drums as if he became the music itself, as though he was taking its energy and forming it into physical expression. He arched and spun, slid across the floor on his knees, feeling powerful emotion almost overcome his senses.


    Joy. The word whispered in his ear, as though some divine being made sure he understood.


    He laughed out loud, rose to a crouch, eyes locked upon Taldan. His emperor. Always his emperor. Free of the lie he had been forced to live, he felt the power of his training, for once nothing tainted, but a thing that would serve the future. Protect the ones he loved. He would take what the War Guild had done to him and he would form it into something new, something powerful and clean.


     


     


    Raine


     


    Raine watched with wide eyes. He had never seen anyone move like that, like flowing water formed into a presence, a being of wonder.


    The sight before him made any doubts about Hredeen’s heritage fade away. This beauty, this magnificence of movement could only be elven, for no human he had encountered held such a resonance, a connection with the music. The drums became something almost otherworldly, as their sound seemed to swirl about the room, seemed to flow around Hredeen as though he controlled them, helplessly bound to his will.


    Hredeen slid onto his knees, arched back until his head nearly touched the ground, his eyes closed in some private emotion that etched his face into stark lines.


    He was beautiful.


    Raine sat cross-legged upon the bed, spellbound, his gaze sliding between Taldan, his beloved emperor, and Hredeen, who was bound into their destiny.


    Every so often, Taldan sent him a warm smile, pulling him into the moment.


    Hredeen had not looked at him, apart from a smile at the beginning.


    Raine felt nothing but compassion. While he himself could not envision how this would play out, how three men could possibly find happiness together in roles that seemed clad in destiny itself, Hredeen, second Chosen, having undergone Taldan’s rage and being cast aside, would be bearing fresh wounds. How the man had retained as much of his self as he did, after growing up the way he had… Raine had thought his own childhood had been horrific. Hredeen’s, he felt, was much worse.


    Taldan began a dance of his own, a soldier’s dance, its origins long since lost, but still popular among the officers. It was a contest of physical stamina and agility. It was always danced with an “opponent.”


    Hredeen seemed to recognize it instantly. His face lit up and he grinned, his expression sliding into something mischievous and for a moment, he looked painfully young. Raine didn’t know the assassin’s true age, but his manner had always made him think that he was older than Taldan. Now, he was not so sure.


    They mirrored each other, leaped and spun with a skill and grace that made Raine’s eyes water at the poignant splendor of it all. The past, the present twining into hope of a future.


    The wonder was that Raine was part of this. He had thought he would feel diminished, as though he had less worth in this triad, but instead, he felt blessed to witness this moment, to feel them within him. Equals.


    Taldan and Hredeen finally drew to a halt, sweat streaming down their bodies, their smiles wild and mad, chests heaving for air.


    Taldan stepped forward, his hand hovering by Hredeen’s cheek as though asking permission.


    Hredeen lunged forward, caught Taldan’s mouth in a scorching kiss that made Raine feel a curl of lust low in his body. Taldan drew his assassin close, slanting his mouth over Hredeen’s, and the heat between them made Raine want to fan himself.


    As one, the two men turned to Raine, and he felt his stomach leap, his chest tighten.


    They came to the edge of the bed, each holding out their hand, beckoning.


    Raine flushed but edged over, sliding off the comfort of the altar to stand at their side, suddenly very aware of his lack of stature. They were so much taller than him, so much more experienced. Yet he felt no degree of fear, as though some basic part of him knew and recognized them both as part of him.


    His instincts, always well-honed, were content in a way that he had never experienced before. Like this was right and good.


    Taldan carefully parted Raine’s robes, let them fall, before drawing his hand up, kissing the back of it, his eyes fond and amazingly gentle.


    Hredeen let out a small laugh, tugging on Raine’s hand. “Dance with us.”


    Raine swallowed hard. “I have never danced before. I don’t think I would be very good. Not like both of you.”


    “Dancing comes from the heart, the soul. You will be amazed what can come when you let yourself go.” Hredeen’s voice was half purr, half gentle encouragement.


    Uncertain, but willing to play his part, Raine let them pull him forward.


    He startled at the touch of a drop of water, looking up to the opening in the temple roof. Another, then another, before gentle rain began to fall upon them.


    The three drums began again, but different this time, as though each drum was celebrating its own sound, its own beat. No longer were the instruments as one. Instead, they each held their own magic, their own lilt.


    Like them.


    Raine found himself smiling, then laughed out loud as Hredeen twirled him, sweeping him across the floor with easy grace. Guided by that knowledgeable hand, Raine found his body moving without effort. It was wildly enjoyable, letting his nerves fall away and his worries fade for the moment.


    Purple eyes glinted with merriment, and the joy in Hredeen’s expression was beautiful. Raine wanted that look to never leave.


    He felt a connection between them, a degree of friendship sliding into place that surprised him with its strength. Perhaps, long ago, in the original triad, the elf and the human Chosen had been friends more than lovers. Certainly, there was a warmth and trust that rose in his chest.


    He leaned back, turned their dance into a twirling feat of wild laughter and dizzy enjoyment, water flying up from their footsteps.


    At last they stopped, almost falling over, having to lean against each other to prevent their downfall.


    Raine could not stop laughing, and Hredeen’s low chuckle was beautiful in his ears.


    Taldan came to stand behind him, pressed against his back, all heat and power, the link between them pulsing, growing with the proximity to Hredeen. Raine could scarcely imagine the power they would wield when the triad was one.


    A kiss against his neck and, as usual, his senses exploded into want and need. A single touch and he was fire.


    Hredeen laughed and pulled the two of them into motion. They twined and moved with the music, brushing against each other, a hand stroking here, a touch on heated, wet skin.


    When the drums suddenly stopped, the silence almost ringing in the chamber, the three of them stood face to face, wild-eyed and panting.


    Taldan grasped them both, pulling them with haste to the bed. They scrambled upon it, suddenly needed, wanting to be as close as possible.


    They were not aware of the musicians being escorted from the room, of Ralnulian leaving in their wake, giving them privacy. Only the clergy remained, witnesses to this reenactment of an ancient, long-hidden ceremony.


    Taldan lay on his back, bringing Raine in for a long, heated kiss, before he reached out and drew Hredeen to him, urging him to straddle him, giving him control and power.


     


     


    Hredeen


     


    Hredeen wanted to weep for the wonder of it all. He had been so sure that this was forever out of his reach, forever something he could only wistfully remember as part of his life.


    How strange the twists and turns of the way the gods moved them all.


    Whatever the reason, he could only be glad that it had come to this, that all their trials and tribulations had not sundered what they’d had.


    Tears rose as he saw the concern in Taldan’s eyes, the way he gave him control over the situation. There was apology and love and need all jumbled in those beautiful eyes, a conglomeration of emotion. Yet Taldan did not attempt to hide it; he let Hredeen see clear down into his very soul.


    He had no doubt that such a thing did not come easy to his emperor.


    Yet it was gifted to him. Gifted to Raine as well.


    He leaned over, laid a gentle, heartfelt kiss upon Raine’s cheek, stroking back a lock of hair. This young man was a wonder, so magnificent a soul that reached out so genuinely to include him when he could have so easily fought to be the single Chosen. Tradition would have backed him. Yet with honesty and compassion, he welcomed Hredeen into their circle.


    Raine smiled softly, moving back ever so slightly and gesturing to Taldan with a bit of mischief in his expression.


    Hredeen choked back a sob and leaned down to Taldan, letting all he was feeling pour into his kiss.


    This man was part of him. Always had been. They had made it this far, and he would do everything in his power to ensure that it was not taken from them. Sladeran had no part of this, nor ever would. This was his Taldan.


    Light flared, gentle at first, almost uncertain, then as their kiss deepened and Hredeen opened himself fully, even as Taldan had done, it grew, encasing the bed in purest blue flame.


    Another sign of the gods indeed. The rain fell harder, running over them like a benediction, as perhaps it was.


    Urgency overcame Hredeen, a need for this to be true, for their joining to be fact, not mere longing.


    He had prepared himself for this, as was custom. Slicked up and ready for what was to come. His body fairly writhed with need, and he grasped Taldan’s hard shaft, positioning it, and staring into blue eyes as he lowered himself.


    Pressure, heat, his body’s initial resistance giving way, the slick slide of Taldan’s large member within him, coming home at last.


    Hredeen threw his head back, choking back tears. He felt Taldan’s fingers stroke over his hips, asking, not demanding, and he obeyed instinctively, moving, thrusting, rising, falling.


    He was shaking, body trembling, when he felt a gentle touch on his back, and turned his head to meet Raine’s compassionate gaze. That touch, that acceptance, brought him back into the moment. This was not going to be wrenched away from him. This was meant to be. The gods themselves were approving him.


    He smiled shakily at Raine before letting his head drop back, letting the rain run over his face and body, letting it cleanse him of the past.


    Raine’s arms wrapped around him from behind, steadying him.


    His breath shuddered, a curling, rising pressure within him. He met Taldan’s intense, heated stare, watching as his emperor began to fall apart, shaking as much as Hredeen himself, hips thrusting up in a desperate attempt to feel more of Hredeen, to take them even further…


    They flew apart together, both crying out in unison. Light pierced the relative gloom of the massive chamber, enough to show them they were alone now, the priests gone, only the three of them and the gods.


     


     


    Taldan


     


    Taldan arched under the force of his coming, his eyes fixed upon Hredeen’s face, the moment of exquisite pleasure that pulsed between them, joining them as one.


    The light flared into brilliance, arcing between Taldan, then Raine, then Hredeen, then back to Taldan. Joining them.


    His body rang with aftershocks, but he forced his trembling muscles to draw Raine against him, his other arm cradling a limp Hredeen upon his chest. Concern jolted him out of the bliss as he realized that tears trailed down his first Chosen’s cheeks.


    Worry rose, until Raine looked up at him, his eyes alight with wonder.


    “We’re one, and it feels like coming home.”
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    Book four, the conclusion to the Anrodnes Chronicles!
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    Dark Rain


    The Anrodnes Chronicles Book One


    J. C. Owens


     


    Alone behind the mask, only his Chosen could touch him.


    Raine held no hope for his future. Youngest in a line of brutal, warlike brothers, he is judged to be weak and worthy only to be sold off for political gain. Now the worst of his brothers is taking him to the heart of the empire that has conquered their homeland. Taldan, the Imperial Heir of Anrodnes, is holding a traditional choosing of a companion, a Chosen, for when he ascends to become emperor. Forced into the competition for the title, Raine finds himself in a different world, one of culture and science, so different than his cruel home. Even though he feels immediate attraction to the cold, logical, and powerful Taldan, Raine knows he has no hope of winning a place at the prince's side. How can he compete against the other candidates or compare to Hredeen, the mysterious leader of the imperial harem, a gorgeous man of otherworldly grace who is far more than he seems? But if Raine fails to win Taldan's heart, his brother has a dreadful punishment waiting, one he's eager to inflict.


    Prince Taldan views the ceremony of the Chosen as nothing more than an annoyance. He will ascend to emperor, don the metal mask, and be granted the powerful magic of his ancestors. After that, he can finally return to his studies and experiments to better the lives of his people. He sets his younger brother and best friend to helping sort through the mass of candidates for his Chosen, seeing the ceremony as a foolish tradition to endure. But when chance leads to him saving a young man named Raine from the violence of Raine's cruel brother, events are set in motion that will rock the empire to its foundations. Taldan knows the emperor must be emotionless and logical, even cold, but Raine stirs feelings and heat in him that he is not prepared for. Now there are ominous rumors of war on the horizon and the threat of betrayals and assassins in the court, and Taldan discovers Raine is right in the middle of it all...


     


    Buy Dark Rain here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Dark_Rain?id=QiWADwAAQBAJ
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    Night of Rain


    The Anrodnes Chronicles Book Two


    J. C. Owens


     


    An assassin, an emperor, and his Chosen. Will their bonds survive intrigue, exile, and war...?


    Exiled by the emperor he loves, Hredeen Leesian chooses to travel to the once-peaceful kingdom of Bhantan to stop a brutal invasion. Armed with only a blade and his skills as an assassin, he means to stop Raine's cruel brothers from killing and looting their way across the kingdom. But as Hredeen hunts his prey, he discovers another assassin who knows the darkest secrets of their guild. Now Hredeen fears he cannot return to the secretive fortress where he was trained in the killing arts. His world has been shattered by Taldan's rejection, and he no longer has a home at the imperial capital...or in Taldan's heart.


    Taldan Anrodnes has ascended to emperor, and the magic of the Illumitae has merged with his body and mind. After nearly being killed in a vicious attack, Taldan has begun forging a deeper bond with Raine, the young man who saved his life by becoming his Chosen. Taldan might now be one of the most powerful men in the world, but he's haunted by memories of Hredeen. He can't forget the look on Hredeen's face when he cast his friend and lover out for his deception. The assassin betrayed his trust, lied to him, and—like Raine—saved his life. Now, beneath the weight of the emperor's golden mask, he wrestles with his growing power and the threats against his empire, his life, and his sanity.


    Raine Yoldis is now bound as Chosen to the brilliant man he has always admired. But he struggles to find his own path as Chosen, especially when Hredeen's shadow lies so heavily over Taldan. He can't escape the fear that he isn't needed and will be pushed aside even as the Illumitae's magic changes them both in unforeseen ways. The gods might have chosen him to be with Taldan, but can he win the man's love, especially when the emperor's growing obsession could tear everything to pieces?


    Meanwhile, Prince Zaran leads the Anrodnes army in a desperate pursuit of the rebel invaders, shocked by the destruction they have left in their path. As the rebels advance, diplomat Isnay undertakes a vital mission to bring aid to Bhantan—only the young, fiery king is like no noble he has ever met. Inside the empire, Naral struggles to uncover a new plot against his emperor with the help of a brash thief, and the War Guild waits in the wings, its motives unclear, yet a growing threat to the very existence of the empire...


     


    Buy Night of Rain here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_Night_of_Rain?id=3zeUDwAAQBAJ
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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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    The Ice Prince


    J. C. Owens


     


    Honor. Trust. Exile. Will love overcome the lies?


    Raised in lies and isolation, denied all knowledge of his family, Aidan awakens one day to find the manor in a state of excitement. Two foreign generals have come for him. They claim he is their long lost prince, the sole survivor of a rebellion that killed the royal family and usurped the throne of Ceratas. And he, Aidan Telan Ameris, is being escorted home to be crowned king.


    Naive and submissive he might be, but stupid Aidan is not. Political machinations are something he has never been exposed to, but everything about his upbringing suddenly makes sense. The long hours studying books of history, the training with pistols and swords… He’d been groomed for this moment since his earliest memories. But he knows without a doubt that he’s no prince. He’s nothing but a pawn in a game he can’t possibly understand.


    When their carriage is attacked en route to Ceratas, Aiden is taken prisoner by the leader of the rebel forces. General Torin Amaldis Greyan can’t help but feel for the poor young man, even if he is the enemy. And soon the heat between them grows to something neither can ignore, something that burns much hotter than warfare.


    But nothing is simple in the struggle for Ceratas. There are those who wish to use Aidan to destroy both Torin and his country. When both of them are captured, used against each other to break their wills, Aidan and Torin must find the strength to trust each other in a way neither finds easy, if they’re to save each other—and their country…


     


    Buy The Ice Prince here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/J_C_Owens_The_Ice_Prince?id=tNvXBgAAQBAJ
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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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    The General’s Hostage


    A. C. Fox


     


    Two powerful men. Two bitter enemies. One chance at love.


    Tav Cyrdath, a powerful wind adept and a brilliant general, leads the last free humans in a war against the Boa Visk, monsters who have enslaved most of humanity. But when the man who rules Illunvia refuses to surrender, Tav is forced to take the city by sword and magic. Victorious, he intends to execute the human traitor who has done so much harm by defying him. But when the defeated ruler, Duric Darmain, begs him to spare the citizens of Illunvia, Tav finds himself overcome by sudden mercy. He takes the man as a hostage instead, intending to use him in a trap against the monsters who have set this war in motion. Duric is defeated, broken...and yet Tav can't get his enemy out of his mind. But how could he ever feel this way about a man who has betrayed all Tav stands for?


    Duric knows he was only a puppet ruler for the Boa Visk, yet he has done all he can to shield his people from the cruel overlords. Now he is a prisoner, fallen from power, hated and scorned as a traitor. And yet the enemy general begins to treat him with a curious respect and eventually even kindness. He dares not trust again, but this one-time enemy makes him want to yield his heart as hostage, even as he struggles to conquer the fears he can't escape...


    Magic can heal wounds, but hearts must be mended with love. Both men have deep scars. Both have seen dark times. But the chance at love exists...if only they can embrace it before the Boa Visk return.


     


    Buy The General’s Hostage here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/A_C_Fox_The_General_s_Hostage?id=MjGiDAAAQBAJ
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    Goldenfall


    Zia Quinn


     


    Two rival alphas. A pregnant omega keeping a dangerous secret...


    Rael might be prince of Goldenfall, a legendary city rumored to hold the secret to controlling all shifters, but he's also an omega wolf. A very pregnant omega, in fact—the result of a one-night stand in a faraway city. But after two rival werewolf packs unite to conquer Goldenfall, he ends up at the mercy of both powerful alphas. The first is Koda, a dark, fierce, and intimidating warrior wolf who lets his bold actions speak for him. But shockingly, the second alpha is Mavek, the handsome and charming werewolf who seduced him so long ago. The father of his child. When an army of outcast wolves besieges the city hoping to enslave them all, the alphas realize they must take the Goldenfall prince as a mate to unite the defenders. To buy time, Rael is forced to claim the right of an omega under the Old Laws, allowing him to choose his mate. But now his time is running out. The child will be born soon...and both alphas believe the myth that Rael's child is the key to ruling all shifters. And that has always been a lie...


    After Mavek's father is killed in the battle for Goldenfall, he suddenly becomes alpha to his pack. But when he meets the captive prince, he's stunned to realize the pregnant omega is a shifter he once shared a scorching-hot night with. Even though the omega swears the child isn't Mavek's, he still intends to claim the prince as mate and save Goldenfall from an army of rogue wolves. But after Rael claims his rights under the Old Law, Mavek must do more than simply seduce the omega again. He must win his trust...and his heart. But what to do about Koda, his rival? Especially when Mavek is just as attracted to Rael as he is to Koda, the alpha he once faced on the battlefield...


    While it wasn't Koda's idea to attack Goldenfall, he's a werewolf who loves battle and never turns away from a challenge. He intends to take the prince as his mate to secure the legendary power of a royal omega's heir for himself, but he's far more familiar with the challenges of battle than the challenges of romantic seduction. And complicating matters even more is his growing desire for his rival, the alpha with the easy smile and stunning green eyes. But with assassins trying to kill the prince and his heir, Koda knows he's in for the fight of his life. He intends to crush anyone looking to harm the hauntingly beautiful Rael. Koda might fear no enemy, but is he ready for a battle for an omega's heart against a rival alpha?


     


    Buy Goldenfall here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Zia_Quinn_Goldenfall_MMM_Menage_Mpreg_Romance?id=vZhUDwAAQBAJ
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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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    The Naked Neighbor


    L. C. Carey


     


    How can a man work when his sexy neighbor is always naked?


    Quaid Marshall's life has hit rock bottom. He's lost the most recent of his dead-end jobs, has been evicted from his apartment, and if not for the charity of his sister, he'd be living under the overpass in a cardboard box. Instead, she's loaned him the use of her Smoky Mountain ski cabin in the woods of North Carolina so he can finish the screenplay he's been avoiding finishing for two years. Since the day he drove the car into that tree, killing his fiancé, David. The day Quaid's life went to hell.


    With nothing left to lose, Quaid's determined to finish the stupid screenplay and enter it in the ScreenWay Magazine contest, with its $25,000 grand prize. He knows it's stupid to rely on a contest for income, but his bossy baby sister insists he try, and she's the one paying the bills…


    But it isn't going well. His sister neglected to tell him about the next-door neighbor…the incredibly hot, incredibly tall, incredibly buff next-door neighbor…the one who likes to sunbathe in the raw. The one with the incredible package nestled in neatly trimmed dark curls. How the hell was Quaid supposed to write a horror script when all he could think of was the sexy opening of a romantic comedy? And how the hell was he supposed to look himself in the eye every morning in the mirror when he felt so disloyal to David's memory?


     


    Buy The Naked Neighbor here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/L_C_Carey_The_Naked_Neighbor?id=8iSkDQAAQBAJ

  




  
    


     


    Excerpt from Goldenfall by Xia Quinn


     


    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Koda


     


    Had Koda Calrafe ducked a fraction of a second later, the enemy werewolf’s blade would’ve sliced off his head. He dropped his war hammer in favor of the swing-arm blade on his right forearm, better for fighting at close range. The blade caught his attacker’s throat. Yanking it free, Koda kicked his war hammer into the air with his foot, caught it mid-arc, and continued into the battle.


    This fight was the latest in a sea of skirmishes between packs in front of the huge defensive walls of Goldenfall. Between one fight and the next, Koda had only a breath or two as he took down another enemy with his weapons. His werewolf pack was fighting a rival wolf pack looking to poach their prey: Goldenfall, a city of wolf shifters.


    The Daggard Pack was full of strong and fierce wolves, but they couldn’t be allowed to stand between Koda’s pack and the riches within Goldenfall. Once the Daggard wolves were finally defeated, Koda’s father, the alpha of the Vossen wolves, could turn his attention to besieging and capturing the city.


    Koda was used to battle. It was in his blood. He’d grown up in a world without peace. In the nomadic Vossen werewolf pack, there was never peace. Their lives were marked by the ebb and flow of battle. While the world around them moved in seasons, the Vossen moved when they needed to raid another city.


    Inevitably, the constant search for more resources had led them to Goldenfall, the city of sun and light…and power. Secluded near the highest peak of the Onyx Mountains, the legendary city had been built in blinding gold and bright white limestone, making the city sparkle in the sunlight as if it were a gem atop a crown. Many had tried to take the city over the last century, and yet it still stood unscathed. Goldenfall was said to hold the power to rule over all shifter species and their packs. Yet Goldenfall had never tried to exert its power over the surrounding lands or other shifters. Koda had no idea why not, but that was their mistake. Perhaps their last mistake. Now battle raged around the city as his Vossen tribe fought with the Daggard warriors for the right to make that power theirs.


    An arrow thunked against his armor but glanced harmlessly off his pauldron. Turning, Koda searched for the bowman. Instead, he spotted a figure almost as tall as he was charging toward him, battle axe swinging toward Koda’s head. Koda dropped low, and the axe only glanced off the top of his helm, ringing it like a bell and ripping it from his head. Pain tingled at his scalp, and his ears were ringing from the sound. If he’d been any slower, that one would’ve been the end of him.


    Koda dropped to the ground, rolling toward his enemy and slipping under his guard. He shot his legs straight up, kicking his attacker with all the power his wolf could give him. The raw force sent his attacker flying. The enemy shifter slammed into the ground with a groan a few feet away. Koda scrambled to his feet, snatching up his war hammer to crush his opponent.


    As he raised his hammer to deliver the final blow, he suddenly froze as his gaze locked with the other warrior’s green eyes staring back at him with grim determination.


    Whoever this enemy werewolf might be, Koda felt immediately drawn to him. Something deep in his core reacted to the other man with a strength that staggered him. Despite the battle anger on the other man’s face, Koda felt a deep pull of need at the sight of him. The man’s dirty blonde hair stuck up in disarray, caked with sweat and dirt. Blood—not his own—stained the angular features of his skin. Strangely, Koda noticed laugh lines around the man’s mouth, as though the warrior was used to smiling rather than fighting. The man’s pale green eyes, like windsage leaves, stared up at him with surprise and a rival ferocity, as if he were reacting the same way Koda was. As if he wanted to stop this fighting madness and tumble Koda into the nearest haystack for a tussle of another sort—


    Suddenly, the rival wolf lunged toward him, grabbing at Koda’s belt and ripping a dagger from it. He used the dagger to slash at Koda’s legs. Koda dodged backward. The blade cut a slit into one side of his leather breeches where he had no armor but only barely broke his skin.


    All thoughts of desire and bond vanished as Koda snarled and brought the war hammer down, dealing a glancing blow on the other man’s arm. The warrior snarled in pain and rage. He staggered to his feet, moving out of range. They stared at each other, breathing hard, sizing each other up. There could be no doubt—his wolf was still reacting to the Daggard warrior. He felt respect surging through his blood. He was about to say something to this fascinating enemy wolf when a deep horn began to blow.


    Then two horns began to sound, echoing off the steep mountain slopes.


    The horn call was the signal to retreat. Yet it was sounded from both sides warring for entry into Goldenfall. Koda watched his opponent warily begin to back away. The man was panting, holding his arm close to his body. Koda shook with adrenaline. Part of him wanted to finish the fight, but part of him didn’t want to hurt this other warrior.


    Both warriors began to back away from each other. Eventually the striking, green-eyed shifter spun and retreated with the rest of the Daggard forces.


    Koda reluctantly turned to obey the retreat call of the horns. His inner wolf didn’t like to leave the battle before a victory. The wolf believed there was never a reason to back down in the middle of a fight. Most of the time, he agreed with it.


    But already the battlefield in front of the city was emptying as warriors from both sides retreated to their original battle lines. Koda was one of the last to leave the field, covering the retreat of his fellow wolves. The Goldenfall defenders watched them from the safety of the city walls. It must please them to see their enemies fighting and weakening each other instead of attacking the city. But Koda knew his pack would soon be victorious over the Daggard wolves, and his father could finally lay proper siege to the city.


    Back within the safety of the Vossen lines, he headed for his father’s war room, an immense tent as busy as any respectable beehive. He wanted to know why both horns had sounded the retreat at the same time, ending the battle before they could achieve victory. He reached the tent, nodded to the sentries, and pushed through the flaps.


    “There you are,” his silver-haired father said, turning his fierce, cold eyes to Koda as he entered. “I expected you sooner.”


    Koda’s lips twisted into a frown. He’d never been fond of his father. The man was powerful, yet cold and distant. He was an authority figure and nothing else. Even so, Koda gave him due respect as the alpha of his pack.


    “I was covering the sudden retreat of our forces,” Koda replied, careful to keep his irritation from his voice. “I was surprised to hear horns sounding the retreat. We could have won.”


    His father grunted and gestured toward a massive table displaying a detailed map of the city and the surrounding mountain slopes. “Things have changed.”


    His father walked to the table. Koda followed, wondering what the old man was talking about. The pack had traveled for months to be here. Moving through the mountain slopes along the only road to the city had been an immense struggle. And then they’d found the Daggard Pack here, ready to steal their prize…


    On the map, small, carved markers were arranged around the city walls representing both factions—the Vossen Pack’s position and the camp of the enemy Daggard. He frowned at how close the markers were. In fact, the tiny markers were so close it looked like they were huddled together—as if they were one pack. The sight of it was enough to leave him puzzled and concerned.


    “Why are Daggard forces so close to our flank?” he demanded with a scowl.


    His father paced to the opposite side of the table and leaned on it, staring at the map and the dispositions of the warring forces.


    “Wendek, the Daggard’s alpha, and I have come to an agreement,” his father said. “An alliance.”


    “When did this happen?” Koda said, his anger flashing to life. “We were just killing each other in front of the gates. We lost some good wolves out there today.”


    His father gave him a cold look. “While you fought, we had envoys meeting.” He shrugged. “What does it matter? Only the strongest survive. That has always been the way of the Vossen. Now, are you ready to shut your mouth and listen to what I have to say, or do you want to stand there whining some more?”


    Koda clamped his jaws shut so hard he could feel his teeth grinding. “Go ahead, Father.”


    His father snorted but seemed to decide he’d made his point. He pointed at the city on the map, nestled between the mountain slopes. “No tribe has ever conquered Goldenfall alone. Right now we’re simply tearing each other apart in front of the gates, weakening both packs while the city remains untouched.”


    Koda frowned. That was true enough. His pack’s journey into the mountains had been grueling and arduous, only to find the Daggard Pack already here, preparing for a siege of the city. Things had quickly fallen into fighting while the city defenders looked on from the walls.


    “I doubt those Daggard bastards have agreed to simply head home,” Koda said.


    “No, but we have forged a temporary alliance. Together, our packs will assault the city. But first we will make it seem as if we are simply fighting each other again, to lure the defenders into a false sense of complacency before we strike at the gate with our combined strength. After the city falls, all bets are off.”


    It might work, although it would cost their pack a great many lives. But it made more sense than simply bleeding away their strength fighting each other while Goldenfall remained untouched. Alliance or no, he wouldn’t trust the Daggard wolves. Not even that blonde wolf he’d fought to a standstill there at the end. The one who’d almost defeated him.


    “When are we planning this joint attack?” Koda asked.


    “Tomorrow at dawn. Tonight we’ll meet with the Daggard captains and plan out the battle strategy in detail. I want you there.” He looked Koda in the eye. “By tomorrow evening, Goldenfall will be ours.”


    “As you say, Father.” He bowed and took his leave to go see to the men who’d been wounded in today’s battle. He didn’t trust the Daggard wolves and knew they wouldn’t trust him either. And he was skeptical of his father’s claim that there was some power or magic or something inside Goldenfall that would allow one alpha to rule all other shifters. Sounded like a myth to Koda. There was nothing he could do about it though. His father, the alpha, had to be obeyed. It was part of the Old Laws.


    As he walked through the fortified camp, he couldn’t help but glance toward the huge city flanked by the snow-covered mountain slopes. The massive gates seemed impregnable, the high walls impossible to scale without heavy losses. Even though he didn’t trust the Daggard wolves, he had to admit his pack would need their help if they were to have any hope of taking the city. Perhaps this mad plan to fool the city defenders into believing the two packs were battling again would work. But he also feared the city could not be taken without great loss.


    Hopefully it would be the Daggard Pack who would take most of the losses. Thinking of the rival pack had him thinking of that green-eyed warrior he’d battled today. The one who had nearly taken his head off with an axe. That had been a worthy foe. His wolf approved…and more. He shook his head. There was no reason the man’s face should haunt him…but it did. He wanted to fight the other wolf again. He wanted—


    No, his wolf wanted more, and he refused to give in to that nonsense. Even if his father had forged an alliance with the Daggard Pack, Koda would continue to see them as the enemy.


    Even the striking wolf with the green eyes. The man he wanted to pin to the ground and either shove his dagger in or capture his lips with a kiss…


     


    Buy Goldenfall here


    https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Zia_Quinn_Goldenfall_MMM_Menage_Mpreg_Romance?id=vZhUDwAAQBAJ
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