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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Darcel never thought they wouldn’t believe in him.


    Of all the scenarios that had floated about his thoughts during the long and lonely years he had been imprisoned, it had never once occurred to him that they would believe the very lies he had told the enemy.


    He had done it for them…


    Surely they knew, surely they trusted him enough to know that he would never work to harm them.


    Of all the pain he had endured, this was what, in the end, would destroy him.


    He remembered looking up into those hate filled eyes, his cheek throbbing with the blow he had given him, and knew himself damned.


    “They never loved you.”


    Darcel had long since stopped responding to the taunts. At first they had seemed part of his own bleak thoughts, but over time they had coalesced into the form that sat across the room from him, watching him with crimson eyes.


    “Even after all you did for them, they never loved you.”


    He felt the memories playing out, pulling him back into the mire of the past. Over and over. The madness pressing closer, personified by the dark creature, the demon who shared his prison. With time and experience, it seemed more and more likely that the demon’s words were true…


    


    


    Darcel had fled the fighting that had overcome his city of Sandeal, slipping from shadow to shadow like the thief he was. The Uldan had overcome the city defenses and now swarmed through the streets. So far, he had evaded their notice as they targeted the defending soldiers. He was only one in a mass panic of citizens, lost in the chaotic flow of humanity.


    He darted down an alley, emerging into a remote market square, only to skid to a halt. He edged back toward the alley’s protection, then paused, caught in the drama of what he was witnessing—three Uldan warriors against one of Sandeal’s soldiers, surrounding him, pressing upon his failing sword arm.


    It woke something within Darcel, something inherently foolish. He darted out, caught their attention, throwing stones and giving the man precious moments to gain his breath, to face his opponents with better odds.


    To watch the man fight was an honor, his movements swift and deadly. He defeated his three attackers and turned to look at Darcel, panting, bright green eyes behind the shadow of his helm.


    He seemed about to say something, but Darcel only grinned at him, feeling a little spark of warmth in his chest that the soldier lived, that he had actually done something brave for once in his benighted life. Then he slipped into the shadows where the soldier could not follow and fled…back into the darkness of his thoughts, into the torment the demon created for him…


    


    


    No doubt the demon was a product of his own madness.


    His jailors had beaten him when he screamed the first time he encountered the demon, but they never seemed to see the apparition that haunted him. He had not spoken of it since, not wanting to risk another excuse for the guards to vent their hatred upon him. He bore enough scars of their abuse; he did not need to invite more.


    It was better when they forgot about him, even though his belly pinched with hunger and his tongue became swollen with thirst. Darcel often wished they would just forget about him completely and he could waste away in peace. But as long as they remembered to bring food and water, his foolish will to survive continually overcame his despair. His mind might want death, but his body fought the notion with all its waning strength.


    Darcel closed his eyes, hoping to find a moment’s rest, but the demon had no such intentions.


    


    


    Darcel stumbled in the grip of two guards, cursing their mothers with virulent intensity as they dragged him before the magistrate. He couldn’t believe he’d been caught. A cuff to the back of his skull reminded him to keep his eyes lowered and his posture humble. Being anonymous was golden in his line of work. If he could simply blend in, they would not watch him carefully and he could plan his escape.


    One of his guards yanked his arm with cruel force as he made Darcel kneel before the magistrate. “Caught stealing from the market, my lord.”


    Darcel wished him a host of painful futures, but kept his gaze on the pale marble floor before him.


    A powerful voice brought the room to a sudden silence. Darcel hardly understood what was happening until a pair of finely tooled boots came into his vision.


    A hand reached down to cup his chin.


    He tensed, testing the bindings on his wrists, but he was unable to move. His head was tilted upward until he looked into brilliant green eyes.


    Darcel blinked, startled, then frowned, looking closer into the handsome face above him.


    It was the soldier he had helped in the market.


    “If it isn’t my little savior!” Those beautiful eyes held curiosity and humor both.


    Darcel shrugged as best he could in his bonds, tilting his head to better view the man. Rich clothing, an air of command, this was no ordinary soldier, it seemed.


    He bowed his head in regal acknowledgement, an exact imitation of the nobles he so often pick pocketed.


    His mimicry was rewarded with a bark of laughter, the hand leaving his chin to clap him on the shoulder.


    “Cheeky, aren’t you. Why on earth were you stealing from the market place?”


    Darcel wasn’t sure how to answer. The most likely result of his misfortune was that he would be sent to one of the work camps, where he had no doubt his small stature would put him at a disadvantage among so many prisoners. “I was hungry, my lord.”


    “Have you no trade? No position?”


    “No, my lord.” He let his head hang in mock shame.


    “A street rat,” the man said over his shoulder to his guards. “And yet, when I was outnumbered three to one, he showed more bravery than half our soldiers.” The guards behind the man looked scandalized, but nodded just the same.


    Darcel could not help but grin.


    “Release him.”


    The order was carried out with swift obedience, and Darcel elbowed the thug who had abused him as he rose to his feet with easy grace.


    The man chuckled, then held out his hand. “I am Alasar.”


    Darcel rubbed his reddened wrists. “Darcel Arnitage, my lord.” He sketched a flamboyant bow. As if there were pride in his family name. His bitch of a mother had probably bedded a thief, possibly where Darcel had gotten his skills. His last name was most probably made up. Certainly he had never heard anyone else with it. But at this moment, he was free of that. This man knew nothing of his past, could not judge him by it.


    It was a strangely heady sensation.


    Alasar stepped closer, wrapping an arm around Darcel’s shoulders and drawing him into an exuberant hug. Darcel stiffened in shock at the intimate contact, then took a deep breath. The man smelled amazing.


    He stepped back and faced Darcel. That perfect brow creased for a moment in thought, then cleared abruptly. “You will protect me. Do me the honor of being one of my guards.”


    Darcel blinked, dazzled by the force of personality that seemed to light the entire room. “As you wish, my lord. I could guard you, I think.” The shocked look of the people around them made his amusement rise. From street thief to a guard of the magistrate. Not a bad day’s work. He could act the part, no doubt.


    “Come, my friend,” Alasar swept him along. “I will take care of you. You will take care of me. A new life awaits you.”


    As they left the hall and entered the anteroom, one of the guards announced them. “His Royal Highness, Alasar, Crown Prince of Rais.”


    Darcel nearly stumbled. He turned to look at his new…employer? Friend? The Crown Prince of Rais was an almost mythical figure to someone of Darcel’s position. No wonder his behavior had scandalized the prince’s entourage. “My lord, I apologize. I had no idea…” Alasar grinned at him. “You can apologize after lunch. And a bath.” Bright and beautiful, privilege dripping from his very pores, he was every inch the prince they named him.


    


    


    “After all this time, this pain, you still worship him. While he has left you as nothing but entertainment for his guards?”


    He provided little entertainment to his jailors these days. The spectacle of his grief and pain, so prevalent in the early days, had long since faded into motionless acceptance, not worthy of viewing.


    It was possible most days to believe that he was utterly alone, not a soul within range.


    Perhaps he was.


    He could not see downward from his window. Darcel knew nothing of what occurred within the fortress that held him. For all he knew there might be only one or two men within the entire complex.


    They must rotate the guards, for the men who brought food or came in to sate their lusts upon him or beat him, whatever their pleasure, never seemed to stay the same for very long.


    Even their tortures had lessened in the last year as his body wasted away and he no longer fought their depredations. Or perhaps it was the open sores that had started appearing on his skin. He did not blame them. He would not have wanted to touch the creature he had become, either.


    The demon remained mercifully silent, but the ever-present torment pulled at him again, dragging him back to the hell of remembering what he could never have….


    


    


    Darcel wandered the garden, looking up at the walls with a wistful sigh. He ran a hand over his tunic, loving the feel of the silk, never able to completely believe that his life had come to this even after months of experience.


    He should be content, well fed, dressed in the finest of clothes, housed within the palace itself.


    And yet…


    Alasar’s tame thief. The never-ending whispers had no power to harm him. He was used to far worse.


    He wandered closer to the roses that grew up the nearest stone wall, cradling one in his fingers before leaning forward for a whiff of its fragrance.


    And yet, it was lonely.


    He had never really taken the role of guard. Instead, he had fallen into something much greater with Alasar, something perilously close to friendship.


    Friendship, that on Darcel’s part, was growing into something more.


    A mocking smile came and went on his lips. Mockery at himself. To love a golden prince could bring nothing but pain. A street rat loving a lion.


    He leaned against a small piece of statuary, wondering at his own foolishness. He had everything, more than he had ever dreamed of, yet he wanted that one thing out of reach.


    “It is too lovely a day for such a long face.” The velvet tone made him startle, a curse escaping as he reached out to catch himself and caught only air. He landed in the rose bushes, cursing again as thorns snagged his new tunic. The roses gripped him, apparently never wanting him to leave.


    He looked up into warm brown eyes. The woman before him made him tongue-tied in a way so foreign to his nature.


    She was as golden as Alasar, with the same sleek blonde hair, though hers was piled intricately upon her head, framing her fragile features. There was a hint of Alasar in the angle of her eyes, the shape of her cheekbones. In her white dress, she looked like a divine being come to earth rather than a human of substance.


    “Here, let me help you.”


    Dazed, he reached out and took the hand she offered, scrambling up and plucking the thorny branches off his tunic with the other. He dusted himself off with an inward grimace at his sudden awkwardness.


    She smiled, scrambling his senses. “You must be Darcel. Alasar speaks of you so fondly in his letters, and now, at last, I get to meet you. I am Caslendra. Alasar’s cousin.”


    He bowed, low and proper. “Your Grace.”


    Caslendra giggled. “Oh, I’m not royalty. We’re only distant cousins. Very distant. We were close as children, but it’s been years since I’ve been to court. My father has brought me to find a husband.” Her tone did not indicate particular enthusiasm in the prospect.


    “Come, introduce me back into Alasar’s world.” She held out a pale hand to grasp his browner one, and plucked a thorny twig off his shoulder. “But let’s get these leaves off you first, otherwise tongues will wag with tales of how you ravished me in the rose garden.” Her hand plucked at his tunic, but the sensation evaporated into mist and he felt the darkness wash over him.


    


    


    He smelled roses, their cloying sweetness, or perhaps it was the sweetish odor of rot from his open sores. He stared out the grimy window, past the aged bars that seeped rusty trails upon the glass, and into the weak sunlight that had pushed past the ever-present clouds. The damp chill made him shiver; his desert-raised body had never truly accepted the climate of this northern mountainside. Perhaps that was why Alasar had chosen this prison, so far from Darcel’s home, so unlike his beloved desert. Perhaps this was punishment all on its own. His prince’s hatred washed over him again, and he gave a shuddering sigh. At least he did not weep. His emaciated body and numb mind had long ago given up such a useless gesture as tears.


    


    


    At Caslendra’s sigh, Darcel looked up from the book he was struggling to read under her tutelage. She stood at the window watching the rain pelt the glass, her hand splayed out upon the glaze as if wishing to touch them from inside. She’d been like this since the announcement of Alasar’s betrothal.


    She saw his glance and gave an unladylike shrug. “I miss him. I cannot believe his father would choose such a woman for him to wed. Her bloodline is exemplary, true, but her mind is non-existent.” There was a bite to the words.


    Darcel could only agree.


    Alasar’s intended, recently arrived, showed only a vapid personality, so very different from the prince’s sharp wit. For two years they’d had freedom, the three of them. Had sneaked out, played the fools, been closer than siblings. But now…


    Darcel shook his head, frowning. It felt so empty without Alasar in the room. “I miss him too. But it’s not forever. Once he gets an heir, everything will go back to normal.”


    She sighed again. “No, it won’t. Father has sent word. He is sending a suitor, impatient with my lack of progress in finding a suitable husband.” Her tone held despair.


    Darcel shot to his feet, shocked, and crossed the room in long strides to put comforting arms around her. “Surely he won’t make you marry against your will.”


    She shook her head, and his stomach clenched as he saw tears upon her cheeks, mimicking the raindrops outside. “He says my presence here has become an embarrassment, that my behavior has tarnished my reputation to the point that he fears he will find no one willing to have me.”


    Darcel growled, pulled her closer. “He is a fool. If he knew you at all…”


    She laughed, a pained, harsh sound. “I am the youngest of five daughters. I don’t think he really cares, my friend.” She turned into his arms, head nestling under his chin.


    He held her close, stroking her back, feeling a determination rise to protect her however he could. If he could speak to Alasar, tell him of this travesty, surely he would see it stopped and protect his cousin.


    Her body suddenly stiffened, and he looked down in concern, meeting her brown eyes, glassy with tears.


    “Marry me,” she said. Her voice wavered, then she sucked in a deep breath and pulled back a little, small hands cradling his cheeks, the tiniest of smiles forming at his stunned expression.


    “We are so close, Darcel. It makes sense. As your wife, I can remain here; we can be here for Alasar. He will need us, I know. We can make his wife welcome as best we can, and support him, love him.” She paused for a moment. “I know… I see the way you look at him. Please.”


    Darcel stared at her, speechless. His thoughts chased themselves around in chaotic flight. There was no future in how he felt for the prince. None at all. Alasar must create heirs, and he had never shown any leaning toward men. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps this was the best solution for everyone.


    She leaned up and kissed his lips. “I already love you. You are my friend too now, when before there was only Alasar and I against the world. But now there is you. This could work.”


    He trembled as she brought him close for another kiss, his arms pulling her against him, her fragility provoking his need to protect.


    At last, he drew back, smoothing a palm across her cheek, wiping away the residue of tears.


    “Yes. If I can save you, yes.”


    


    


    The demon laughed; a low, grating chuckle that shook his chest with the force of it. “Three years and you still hold to your faith in love? How incredibly naïve you are after all this time. I would have hoped that you would see the light, realize what they are, and feed upon hatred, a need for revenge. That is what will see you through this, not this quiet pining.”


    Darcel’s dry lips cracked into a faint smile. “Hatred, revenge—you would have me become one of you? I think not.” He wrapped thin arms around himself in an attempt to ward off the cold that seeped through the ill-fitting window. He could have gone to fetch the frayed blanket that lay upon his filthy pallet by the wall, but it seemed too much effort.


    


    


    Caslendra had still not returned from her prolonged visit to her parents. Darcel wished he knew what he’d done to displease her enough to drive her from her husband and son. He’d needed her, today.


    He stumbled back to his rooms, sickness rising in his stomach. Tears blinded him and he wished Caslendra were present to comfort him. His rooms felt empty without her, but he drew himself together, nodding to the nurse as he scooped two-year-old Taigon into his arms. The boy squealed with joy, and his presence pushed back the horror of the day. Darcel buried his face in his son’s hair, breathing deeply of his childish essence.


    His son. So precious, so alive.


    Something Alasar would never know.


    Images pressed upon him. Holding Alasar when word came that his wife had died struggling to bring their child into the world. Hours passing as the wee babe clung to life, and the grief as he, too, passed.


    Alasar’s almost insane reaction as he pushed Darcel from him, screaming at him in some madness. The way Darcel had had to wrestle him to a standstill to prevent him from harming himself.


    How he wished for Caslendra’s calm presence, for the three of them to be whole once more. The last two years had changed them all. Darcel could not pinpoint when, or how, only that the two friends he treasured so much seemed to withdraw from him in degrees. Only Taigon seemed unchanged, his love pure and bright.


    Darcel sat with his son near the fire, holding him close, chasing aside his weary grief to listen to the boy’s long-winded babble with a tired smile.


    He needed to speak to his wife, needed to mend whatever was tearing them apart.


    He needed to find a way to help Alasar through his grief; he hated seeing the man he loved so different from the playful, happy prince of the past. Anything he could do, he would. Surely, in time, Caslendra would come home and Alasar would remember their friendship as something beautiful and not something to avoid.


    He held his son closer, fighting back the tears.


    This could all be mended. It could.


    


    


    “Alasar always wanted your wife. Desired her. Now he has what he wanted. And her—you counted her a friend, not lover, by the end. Is that not a sign that she herself wanted someone else? She always thought Alasar beautiful. Now she has him.”


    Darcel shook his head as he always did, as though he could cast away the thoughts and images the demon pressed upon him. He was not like them. He loved them, and love included trust. He had to believe that. Had to hold that to him. If he faltered, began to doubt, then he would be just like them. And the demon, would win.


    Darcel picked absently at one of his sores, reveling in the pain it brought. He deserved pain, had learned to accept it in a way his old self would have fought ferociously. But then his old self had died long ago. This new, colorless, soulless man knew what he was and bore the weight of his transgressions with quiet acquiescence.


    After all, those he loved had demanded he suffer. So suffer he would.


    The demon laughed softly. Darcel clenched his hand against the sound, against the madness that pressed upon his mind in ever-tighter circles. He knew, the demon knew, it was only a matter of time until Darcel was his…


    


    


    Darcel rose to his feet abruptly when he saw Alasar and the king’s other advisors come out of the meetings.


    The prince’s expression denoted nothing good.


    At Darcel’s raised eyebrow, Alasar grunted, then waved for Darcel to accompany him.


    “My father is sending more troops to the border.”


    The Uldan, the people of the northern tribes, had returned. They’d preyed on scattered settlements along the border first, then had begun to make forays deeper within Rais, leaving devastation in their wake.


    Darcel strode faster to keep up with his prince’s long, irritable stride.


    “Have you sent a diplomatic envoy to request parley?”


    Alasar stopped abruptly, turning to face Darcel with scorn clear in his expression. “I know you are no warrior, my friend, but this just proves it. You do not ‘request’ anything of these savages, if they even speak the trade tongue, which I doubt. They display no intelligence or diplomacy whatsoever.”


    Darcel let the scorn flow over him, as he did so often now.


    “They must want something. Why would they attack otherwise? If we could speak to them, maybe there is a way to avoid conflict. Maybe a single tribute will send them back home and no more of our people will need to die.”


    Alasar snorted and whirled on his heel.


    Darcel followed, trying to keep his tone reasonable when his own irritation was rising. He was becoming tired of the prince’s treatment, of their almost constant quarrels. If this was friendship, he was beginning to question the quality of it. But he persevered. “They will have weaknesses, or they might be amenable to trading under the right circumstances. Meeting with them could have so many benefits. Your diplomats…”


    Alasar made an abrupt gesture of anger. He took a deep breath, his face in lines of strained patience that tried Darcel’s temper further. “We will send no one. I will not risk their lives on a foolish premise that has no chance of success.”


    Darcel found his fists clenching. “Send me, then.”


    The words hung in the air, and Alasar turned to glare at him in disbelief.


    “I was a thief. A good one if truth be told. I could find a way in and talk to them, or if that is not possible, perhaps spy upon them, or even kill their king. Please, my friend. There must be a way to do this without such slaughter as will come.”


    Alasar grabbed him by the shoulders, pulled him up against him in a more intimate gesture than they’d ever shared. “You will do no such thing, are we clear? You will never”—he shook him, his eyes cold with anger—“ever, put yourself in such danger. I will have your oath.”


    Darcel wrenched himself free with a curse. “I will give no such oath. I will not remain here while others give their lives.”


    “You will if I give the order.”


    They glared at each other. Finally, Darcel took a deep breath and looked away.


    Alasar growled and stalked off, leaving Darcel shaken.


    And it only grew worse. The news from the front in the next few weeks brought nothing but gloom.


    Darcel watched and listened, horrified by the epic losses of Rais’s soldiers.


    The leader of the Uldan, Malach, High King of the Northern Tribes, proved himself to be without mercy. Town after town fell to their blades. He killed children with the same ruthless efficiency as he butchered Rais’s soldiers. Only the women were left alive, their fates whispered of, but never known.


    The Uldan seemed unstoppable.


    If only…


    Darcel watched from the window of his rooms as the wounded returned, wagons and wagons of them entering the great gates of the palace.


    He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists against the glass. In five days, Alasar was leaving for the front to lead the troops in a mass attack upon the invaders. Fear for Alasar, his friend, his love, overruled all else in Darcel’s thoughts.


    He knew that he would not be allowed at Alasar’s side and that ate at him. Caslendra, newly returned, refused to listen to his rantings of diplomacy, or failing that, assassination. Her strange distance only seemed to increase with time and Darcel felt his frustration rise with it all.


    Did they think so little of him then? That he had no worth, no value in this time of war? For once in his life he possessed the skills necessary to do something great. He could kill the high king…


    Damn it all…


    He swung away from the window and paced across the room, pausing by the ornate desk, his fingers tracing over a fine sheet of paper that lay there.


    He hesitated, heart in his throat, then determination overcame all else. He scrawled a note to Caslendra, trying to explain, telling her how much he loved her, loved Taigon, but that he could not endure seeing Alasar die when there was something he could do to prevent it. He would return, triumphant, and they would live in peace.


    “Please believe in me.” Those words ended the letter, and he stared at them for several moments before his jaw clenched. He packed only a few items. He would need to move swiftly.


    He only had five days to end a war.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    It was pure luck, rather than guile, that saw him win a way into the enemies’ camp. It was late evening, and the streets were quiet. Darcel saw a few people walking by in the shadows, but paid no real attention to them.


    Footsore and tired, he had stolen a horse days before, and on this day he found himself entering the small town of Narenda, a good forty miles from the fighting. His dusty clothes seemed to cling to his body, grit in every fold, and he thought of sleep with eager avarice. His belly disagreed. Food, now.


    The horse could smell water and hay, and his nostrils fluttered as he gave the smallest of nickers, eager for his own rest.


    The town was peaceful enough. A good number of horses stood tied at various rails along the street, but everyone seemed to be indoors. Not strange on this brisk, late summer evening.


    He dismounted in front of a small tavern, leaning against the horse for a few moments as he stretched his muscles that ached after long hours in the saddle.


    They were upon him with such swift ferocity that he couldn’t stop them. An arm looped about his neck, half choking him, even as he clawed at it in sudden terror. He had some ability at street fighting, but the swift efficiency of his attackers pointed to martial training. A fist slammed into his gut, and he twisted, fighting for breath that did not come.


    His pained grunt forced the remaining air out of his lungs. The arm tightened, and the blackness slid over him…


    


    * * *


    


    Darcel woke slowly, shivering, aware of the harsh cold long before he reached true consciousness.


    The groan that escaped his lips seemed inordinately loud to his ears, and he opened his eyes at the sound, trying to collect his thoughts enough to remember…


    He froze then, the pain of his throat and belly bringing about full awareness. His arms were bound tightly behind him at wrist and elbow. Pain radiated up to his shoulders at the uncomfortable angle. A rope of some sort, rough and thick, encircled his throat, and he could feel the crude knot nudging the bottom of his chin.


    His clothing was gone, and chill wind ghosted over his cringing form. Darcel had never known such cold. Born and raised in Sandeal, in the desert region, he had no defense against the northern climes, a fact he had not considered until that very moment.


    His dazed senses began to register sound.


    “He is no fighter, my lord. Whatever he is, he has never been taught to protect himself. A messenger perhaps?” The tone was dubious, speaking in the common tongue frequently used among traders.


    The grunt that answered held a note of boredom. “Perhaps. Bring him here. No use having him freeze in the doorway.” The voice was deep and well modulated, hardly what Darcel would have assumed from a man of the North, if indeed that was what his captors were.


    His senses roused completely upon the feel of a hand roughly grasping his arm, pulling him effortlessly upward, the pain in his shoulders making him gasp and struggle, a useless enterprise. He was half carried, half dragged across what he could now see was a large pavilion of some sort, perhaps one of the great hide tents the north men favored.


    They flung him to his knees. It took several moments for the pain of his wrenched shoulders to ease enough for him to look up and meet dark brown eyes that held no mercy at all.


    Any doubt of who they were was immediately erased. The man was huge, far larger than any person of Rais. His broad shoulders, wide slant-eyed face, blue-black hair, dark skin, and luminous brown eyes were indication enough, but the bright, felted-wool clothing marked him more surely than anything else.


    He was Uldan, the enemy. The merciless killers he had come to find.


    The position Darcel was in was tenuous at best. He was in their camp, in their possession, but he knew with chill certainty that they took few prisoners, and those he had heard of seemed to be women. What possible use would they see in a small, dark-skinned man like himself? He was not handsome, like many of his countrymen. He was covered in scars from a life spent on the streets, and his curly hair was black, not the treasured blond that the Uldan seemed to want. Certainly those they had taken had all had blond hair.


    He had little to offer.


    Only his wits would keep him alive here. The immensity of the task burst upon him, and the true scope of his foolishness was brought home with sudden and shocking clarity.


    The man had a presence about him, and for a wonderful moment Darcel thought he had been brought to their high king, Malach. But no. This man was too young to be the Uldan high king. Malach was supposedly in his forties at least. It was hard to tell the age of the man before him, but surely no more than thirty, perhaps younger. The severity of his manner made it hard to determine. Whoever he was, he held power—perhaps one of the chieftains who had been united under Malach’s rule?


    As those heavy-lidded eyes fixed upon him, Darcel knew true fear. Lying to this man would be near impossible. Therefore, he would have to find a path between truth and deception.


    There was too much at stake to falter now.


    He drew himself up, despite how he wanted to escape that cold regard. The man’s eyebrows rose ever so faintly as his posture changed, interest flashing for the briefest moment in the depths of his expression. Darcel took heart in that faintest of openings.


    A cold smile curved one corner of his captor’s mouth. “You are no warrior, nor anyone of sense to ride into an occupied town alone, and with no more than a dagger on your person. It would be best if you told me exactly what you thought you were doing.”


    The rumble of that voice made Darcel shiver, the power of those eyes holding him with effortless ease. Think. He had to focus, to get his thoughts in order enough to achieve what needed to be done.


    He cleared his throat, forced his mind from the pain of his body, and prepared to weave a half-truth. “I came to find your people, to ask questions of your leaders.”


    The eyebrows rose abruptly. Was that a hint of surprise in those eyes? Darcel now had the man’s full attention.


    The Uldan remained silent, giving nothing away.


    Darcel licked his lips, drawing a shuddering breath. “There are those in Rais who wish to understand your actions, who feel that endless fighting is getting neither of us anywhere. We wish to understand if there is another path between our people other than death and destruction.”


    Darcel heard a derisive noise from the guard behind him, but his captor held up a silencing hand, eyes fixed upon him. He gave no indication what he thought of this statement, but his attention was sharp, focused in a way that said much.


    This Uldan was a thinker. No irrational barbarian here.


    Darcel let the silence continue. He wanted a response before he committed to further disclosure. He was going to have to feel his way through this, and hope he came out the other side reasonably intact. By a miracle, he had reached what he had sought: a rational, powerful ear to hear his questions. Perhaps, just maybe, his idea of an assassination would not be necessary. Perhaps peace really could be brought about by negotiations, if…


    So many ifs. After so many deaths, rationality was not going to be prevalent among a great many people on both sides. Still, it was damn well worth a try.


    “Your name?” The question was clipped, with the tonal abruptness of the northern speech.


    “Darcel Arnitage, my lord.”


    His captor watched him with the intensity of a predator, his very stillness intimidating.


    The silence became a physical entity all its own, pressing upon him, but he held his tongue. He was not willing to speak up and lead this meeting in a new direction. For whatever reason, at this moment, it was as though the gods themselves were leading him, and who was he to question their gift? He just had to try not to destroy this fragile chance.


    “I think your purpose is greater than you say, but for now, I will accept your words. You wish to know of us?” There was mockery beneath the words, but Darcel ignored it.


    “I do.” He kept his tone strong, his will evident.


    The Uldan smiled then, and it held nothing of warmth.


    “So be it, little man. I will teach you of my people. You will answer to me in all things, and as leader, I have body rights to all captives. Show me your cooperation, little one, and your will to please.” He sat back, letting his long legs sprawl open, his eyes cool and watchful. His meaning was all too clear.


    Darcel swallowed hard. He had not foreseen anything like this being demanded of him, and yet, it was not foreign to his life. Often he had offered his body for coin, for food or shelter. Was this so different? And if this led him to his goal…


    He took a deep breath and shuffled forward on his knees until he knelt between the man’s parted legs. Darcel looked up, meeting his eyes, the cold regard there making him shiver. This was hardly going to make the man respect him, but…


    The man reached down and unlaced the leather pants, pulling the cock free of its confinement. Even half hard, it was bigger than any he had taken before. His eyes widened and he hoped the man would be content with his mouth, because that monster would leave nothing but pain in his body.


    It gave Darcel incentive to please the man with his performance, so that he would consider nothing else.


    Dear gods…


    Shutting out thought, pulling himself together to the numb acceptance of his fate, he leaned forward, bestowing a tentative lick upon the fat head.


    To Darcel’s relief, the man was not filthy, in fact he smelled clean, fresh, better than anyone he had encountered in this fashion.


    The man gave an impatient grunt, and Darcel refocused, leaning farther forward and letting the length slide between his lips. The edge of the tip pressed over his tongue and he took the monster as deep as he dared, before sliding back up, stroking with his tongue, wishing he had his hands to work with.


    If the Uldan chose to thrust into his mouth, Darcel would surely choke. The prospect was not at all pleasant. But he did nothing of the sort. He sat there, calmly, watching as Darcel began to suck in earnest, laving the length with his tongue, pressing and curling as far as he could reach.


    The cock hardened, lengthened yet more, but there was no expression upon his captor’s face, no sign of pleasure. Darcel despaired of being able to bring him to completion. If this was some sort of test, he was failing miserably.


    There—just the faintest hint of precum, bursting upon his tongue, sweeter than he remembered. The man was enjoying this more than he was showing. It gave Darcel hope, spurred him on.


    Darcel began to bob, twisting on the upstroke, suckling for a moment on the head before plunging back down, bathing him in hot moisture and pressure.


    The faintest twitch of the hips over him was all the warning he got.


    Hot come flooded his mouth and he half choked, trying to draw back. Fingers sank into his hair, holding him in place, and he swallowed desperately, trying to breathe through his nose.


    At last, blessedly, the man released him, and Darcel fell back, collapsing to his side, fighting for breath.


    The man smiled, a frightening expression in its coldness. “You will warm my bed, little man. You wish to learn of my people? I will teach you. Everything.”


    


    * * *


    


    His name was Harlech and the time Darcel spent with him taught him to fear him completely. If he had known what he was getting into, he would have run far and fast in the other direction. Harlech was a tasan, a leader only below the high king himself, and in their culture, that gave him the right to choose anyone as a lover, man or woman, married or not, guest or not. Darcel couldn’t tell if he was a guest, or if Harlech was mocking him with that word. Harlech took him as he would a slave, and Darcel warmed his bed often during the months he spent under Harlech’s thumb.


    Darcel did not struggle, though it was perfectly obvious he was not completely willing. Each time Harlech touched him, he would remember his purpose and give in, though he bemoaned the fact that he was tainting himself for the future. Neither his wife nor Alasar would wish to touch Uldan leavings.


    Such thoughts often drove him to the edge of despair, but his determination always won out in the end. He had gone this far, endured this much. It would be foolish not to at least try to reach his goal. To kill the high king. To end this war.


    


    * * *


    


    While in Harlech’s grasp it seemed an impossible dream, but in the end, it was Harlech himself who gave him the chance.


    He took Darcel with him as his bed warmer when he was summoned back to the north lands for a council meeting. Darcel learned much during all the traveling, saw a side of the Uldan he would never have believed. They had always seemed so fantastic, legendary, that it was odd to see them as people, with normal lives. Who loved and had families, who knew pain and suffering as much as any other human.


    They were starving.


    Darcel listened and watched, holding his own silence, but his empathy could not endure what he was seeing. They did not want the lands of Rais. They wanted to pass through them, down across the vast desert lands and then up into the Handle, an uninhabited area not claimed by Rais.


    A cold place, but rich in the summer, perfect for their herds of horses, cattle, and sheep. It was similar to their homeland, but it had not endured the drought that plagued them. It was hope.


    Darcel was utterly appalled that the solution was so very simple. If his king had only listened, had given them leave to pass through, none of this would have happened. Warlike the Uldan might be, but they also seemed noble, which Darcel would not have imagined.


    As to Harlech, he was like a king to his people, as perhaps he was. They adored him, and in return, he was much like a father, seeing to their needs with a single-minded devotion. He was stern and hard and yet, so much more. Darcel could not help but admire his ways and compare them to what his prince and his father did.


    These were no barbarians. Indeed it was Rais who came out looking backward, once he knew the truth of it all.


    If only it had been Harlech who was high king; Darcel truly believed that he could have reasoned with him. When he finally had the misfortune to meet Malach, he understood the problem was much more complicated. The high king was not content with the ways of his people. He was hungry for more power, more land. He was perfectly content with the war, and Darcel saw the bloodlust grow during the time he was around him. He was not fair to his own people, much less to an enemy.


    Darcel watched Harlech during the times he saw him with Malach, and he saw true hatred on Harlech’s side.


    Father and son.


    Once Darcel realized that, it was perfectly obvious. Harlech’s unwavering loyalty to those who followed him was not evident in his father, and Darcel could see the grief it brought to the younger man, the knowledge that the war was destructive to his people. Yet he was powerless in the face of his father’s forces. The high king had many advocates, many of his men who also found glory in the trials of war. They saw the men of Rais as weak, unprepared, and ripe for the taking. Nothing was going to persuade them to step aside from the current course of action.


    


    * * *


    


    The high king had ordered a feast attended by the most loyal of his followers, held within a vast, ornately decorated tent. Darcel remembered little of the details of that final night. Only that he knelt at Harlech’s side where he lounged upon rich cushions in the traditional Uldan way. The low table held rich foods taken from Rais, and he saw a faint grimace upon Harlech’s face at the indulgence. Knowing him as Darcel did, it was obvious that he found the contrast between this feast, and what his people were enduring, repulsive, yet he held his tongue.


    He bore enough scars of his father’s temper, but Darcel saw the hatred smolder, the fingers clench out of sight of others, but not him.


    Darcel turned his head to look at Malach, gritting his teeth at all the wrongs this man was inflicting, not only on Darcel’s own people but also upon the Uldan.


    Perhaps Malach felt his fury, he did not know, but the high king turned his head and met his gaze with one of his own, one that heated as he saw his defiance.


    “Harlech.” The tone was harsh, without any sign of their blood bond.


    Harlech rose and crossed over to his father, bowing, face set and grim with all the emotion he withheld.


    They spoke, but Darcel could not hear the words well. When both men glanced at him, he tensed, dread chilling his veins.


    Malach said something else, and Harlech shook his head, anger beginning to be noticeable in his expression. The high king shrugged, and gestured to several of his men. Moments later Harlech was restrained. Swearing, struggling, Harlech fought the guards that dragged him from the tent. Darcel’s heart began to pound with a growing sense of fear. One of Malach’s companions loomed over him, grasping his arm and pulling him to his feet, almost dragging him forward. Darcel stumbled, off balance, dizzy, and found himself caught by the hair and pulled down to kneel against Malach’s hard, hot body.


    The fingers tightened, forcing him to look up, tears of pain in his eyes, to meet fierce brown ones.


    Malach grinned, and bent forward. He tried to kiss him, but Darcel bit at him, snarling, beginning to feel true fear trickling along the edges of his consciousness. Any idea of pretending to be docile seemed to flee his thoughts as soon as he saw Malach’s face, knew his intent.


    Whereas Darcel had accepted Harlech’s possession as necessary, for some reason, the touch of this man drove him quite mad. He would never accept being forced to his will.


    Something wild and hot rose within him, anger and fear evenly mixed. He struggled against the hold, growling, and Malach’s eyes sparked into true heat.


    He laughed, saying something crude to his companions, then rose, dragging Darcel’s shorter form with him as easily as he would a child.


    Darcel fought him uselessly as they left the vast tent, fear rising ever higher with each step. This man was brutal and callously cruel with his own people. There would be no mercy for one who was no more than a slave. Harlech might call him guest. Malach would only see a slave bound to his will.


    He reached the high king’s saterana, home tent, covered in intricate paintings, symbols of this man’s power, of his ancestry. Malach dragged him into its confines, and his terror rose higher with each step.


    Malach chuckled, a deep, dark sound that rumbled from the depths of his chest, pulling him up against his huge form. He ignored his struggles, bending his head into the crook of his neck and licking there, making him shudder with disgust. His tormentor laughed then, nothing but malice in the sound, before he bit down where neck meets shoulder, his teeth actually puncturing his skin.


    Darcel screamed in agony, writhing, desperately trying to break his hold, pushing at his immense chest with all the strength he had. It was like fighting granite.


    When he finally released the bite, Darcel collapsed down upon the softness of the low bed, gritting his teeth against the pulsing agony. He grunted as Malach pushed him back upon the covers, the large body pinning him down. He glared at him through the tears of pain, feeling true hatred for the first time.


    Malach’s lips curled into a cruel smile as he reveled in his pain and anger.


    “Sweet little Raisian. This is all your people are good for. A fuck, perhaps two. You’re a pretty one though, such blue eyes and a delicate face. And a body that calls out to lie beneath a man. I can see why my son chose you for his bed. Usually he prefers to be alone, but I understand why he made an exception with you. We’ll see if he wants you back after I am done with you. I doubt it. You won’t be tight any more, not after my fist opens you up.”


    Darcel’s eyes widened, and he heaved under him, struggling harder.


    By the gods, he would not suffer this man’s cursed touch, would not bleed any more for his pleasure. He could feel the hot warmth trickling down from his neck and he knew that there was no mercy within this monster, no hope of surviving his depredations.


    His struggles only seemed to inflame him. Darcel felt Malach rise off him to stand grinning down as he bent to pull off his boots. Darcel lay panting, watching with wide eyes, realizing that his tormentor stood between him and the door. He cast his gaze around the tent in desperation. On a low table to the left lay a platter of food, cheeses, breads, and there, just visible, a small sharp knife.


    Darcel was up and off the bed before he even thought the matter out, lunging across the space, ducking the large hand that grasped for him.


    He heard his laughter as he stumbled over cushions, half falling, and he kept his eyes trained on the knife. Dear gods, please…


    Malach tackled him down, so close that the table rocked as they hit it. He sobbed with despair as his fingers reached, stopping a bare inch from the blade.


    Malach reached around his prone form, fingers tugging at the laces to his pants, pulling them free, and groping, catching hold of his flaccid shaft and digging cruelly into the tender flesh.


    Darcel howled in pain, using his legs to try to force them closer to the table. Malach bent his head, fastening his mouth over the wound in his neck and sucking hard.


    Darcel’s eyes rolled back and he fought the pain that wanted to drag his will into despair and submission, anything to stop the agony.


    The fingers of his left hand flailed against the table, pushing at it sharply. There was a clatter as the platter fell, food falling over them, a sharp pain as the knife cut his forearm in its freefall.


    Darcel groped blindly, his breath coming in harsh gasps. His fingers encountered the blade, another slice opening across the pads of two fingers, but his hand curled around the hilt, dragging it toward him, hiding it under his chest. He had to be sure of his strike. He would only get one chance and it had to be true and swift.


    He let his body slump beneath Malach’s grasp, trembling.


    The high king’s hold lightened, his soft laugh ghosting over Darcel’s flesh as he finally released his wound and licked his lips.


    Malach rose ever so slightly, pulling Darcel’s pants down his hips with slow appreciation. His breathing grew more labored as he gazed at Darcel’s body.


    “I may keep you for a few days. Beautiful,” he murmured, thick lust in the tone.


    Darcel shuddered, tense and waiting, praying to every god he could think of. Please let them guide his strike.


    Malach knelt up, pulled the pants further down before grasping one of his boots, preparing to pull it free.


    Darcel spun, twisting like an eel, the suppleness of his body aiding him now as never before. The high king grinned at him, grip tightening upon his leg in preparation of him trying to flee, but that was not his aim.


    Darcel lunged toward him, teeth bared, right hand raised. Malach’s look of scorn centered upon that fist—and missed the movement of his left hand.


    He struck, hard and fast, using both hands then to shove the blade deeper, praying that despite its relatively small size it would cause enough damage to allow him to flee.


    Malach froze, eyes wide and startled, disbelief evident for a split second before he crumpled upon Darcel.


    Darcel lay there, hardly able to breathe for the weight for a moment, then desperation gave him strength and he managed to shove the limp form aside enough to struggle free. Scrambling to his feet, he pulled up his pants, lacing them with shaking hands, staring at Malach all the while, waiting for him to stir.


    It was not believable that he could have killed him.


    Still he could perhaps finish him…


    Darcel circled cautiously, ready to leap away at the faintest movement. From his new perspective he could see the high king more clearly—and the wide eyes, frozen stare, told him all he needed to know. The knife jutted obscenely from under his jaw, only a small amount of blood pooling over the handle.


    Darcel gagged, the enormity of what he had done overwhelming him. He was sick then, heaving his guts up over the fact he had killed a man.


    He wasted precious moments emptying his stomach, but when he had finished, he wasted no time forcing his trembling body to rise. He staggered to the door, pausing there. There would be people outside, guards even. His gaze fell upon Malach’s sword where he had let it fall close to the bed, and his jaw clenched.


    Taking the blade, grimacing at the weight, Darcel went to the back of the tent and carefully, quietly, pierced the hide with the sword.


    Making a hole only large enough to slip through, he escaped.


    The camp seemed strangely empty, few people in sight, and it was easy for him, used to stealth, to dart from tent to tent, the sword cradled in his arms. At the time, he did not know why he kept it. It was too heavy for him to fight with. It was only later that his mind caught up and he realized that he would have to have some proof, a trophy of what he had achieved. No one would ever believe that he had succeeded.


    He would gift this sword to Alasar, a fitting tribute to the man he loved, to show what he had done for him. For Rais and his small family.


    At the edge of the encampment, he found horses and took a gentle one who did not shy at his presence. Leading the animal away a short distance, he mounted.


    He had done it. Darcel Arnitage was going home triumphant.


    The war would be over.


    


    


    “Alasar took the sword and then backhanded you. You gave him proof, and he disbelieved you. Strange love you hold to.” The demon rose, slinking closer to where Darcel leaned against the cold stone of the window frame.


    Darcel watched him with half closed eyes, the pain in his chest rising at old memories.


    So tired today.


    One long clawed finger reached out and stroked his sunken cheek with something perilously close to affection.


    “Not much longer, my little thief. Why don’t you come to me now? Why suffer any longer? What is there to live for?”


    Darcel remained silent, considering.


    It only made sense, what the demon spoke of. What was there to stay for? His soul was doomed, if not for the minor crimes he had committed over his lifetime, then certainly for murder. He was destined for the demon’s embrace one way or the other. Why was he still holding on?


    “Come, Darcel. You know it is time. Come to me.”


    Darcel sighed, turned his head to look out the grimed glass one more time, then turned back to the demon and held out his hand. The creature took it with amazing gentleness and led him to the filthy straw pallet.


    “Just lay down, my sweet one. You will feel no pain.”


    Darcel wanted to laugh at his lies, but all he managed was the faintest tilt of his lips. No pain at death, but eternal torment afterward. How lovely.


    The chill of the cold pallet rose up to embrace him as he lay back, pulling the ragged blanket over him in a sudden need to be clothed in something, anything.


    As though modesty held any importance anymore.


    “All you need do is relax, let yourself go…” The demon’s tone was warm, almost intimate, and Darcel’s starved senses gravitated to the lie.


    He felt the touch upon his chest…


    The sound of footsteps, many of them, charging up the winding tower stairs made the demon lean back, a discontented snarl distorting his mouth. He faded back into the shadows of the room and Darcel felt disappointment flow through him.


    So close…


    The door swung open, and he lay motionless on his pallet on the floor, staring dimly at the figures there. They had left him alone for so long, his body no longer something anyone would want to touch. Why would they come back now to torment him further?


    He had difficulty focusing, and it took the span of several breaths before he realized that one man was stepping forward from the others. Darcel focused on the boots at his eye level, noticing in some dim corner of his mind that they were beautiful, finely tooled.


    “Darcel.” The whisper was horrified, choked with emotion, and the man knelt at his side, a shaking hand held above him as though wanting to touch, but he dare not. Darcel lifted his gaze and blinked into brilliant green eyes.


    What a lovely dream. Alasar had come at last.


    Darcel smiled ever so faintly and let his eyes slide shut. All he had ever wanted was for his prince to come save him. What a beautiful illusion to die with.


    He slid into darkness, awaiting the demon’s possession.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Death was a strange place, full of voices and movement, touch and sound. It was nothing like Darcel had expected at all.


    The demon seemed nowhere in sight, and he puzzled over that for some time, his thoughts drifting and forming, only to scatter once more. It was pleasant, this ambiguous existence. Certainly the biggest surprise was that physicality still seemed to have a hold upon him. He was warm for the first time in years, and sometimes it felt as though water trickled down his throat. Occasionally the taste of food, soft and thin, burst over his tongue, and he would whimper for the joy of it and swallow eagerly. This place gave him all he could have wished for—even the sound of Alasar’s voice. It came often. He could not focus upon it, could not understand the words he uttered, but the fact of his prince’s presence here, apparently unfettered by his previous hatred, was a balm to his weary soul.


    Pain burst over his senses and he flailed, whimpering, startled by the unexpected sensation.


    His arms felt the warm resistance of water, and he arched, terrified. Was he drowning?


    A strong hand caught his weak arms and pinned them down.


    “Shh, Darcel. You are safe. We need to clean you.”


    He shook, prying his eyes open to stare at the person who held him, needing to ensure it was not the demon imitating Alasar’s voice.


    At the sight of concerned green eyes, he subsided, dazed.


    Alasar seemed to be holding Darcel’s body cradled against his naked form, and he sunk down slowly, the sensation of warm water enveloping him again.


    He cried out again at the pain of the water drifting into his sores and writhed against Alasar.


    Inarticulate sounds escaped his lips, none of them an actual word, as he tried to push away.


    Why was Alasar hurting him? Even in his dreams there was no forgiveness, it seemed. Alasar wanted him to know pain…


    “We need to soak you clean, my friend. Please, I know it is agony, but we cannot treat the sores until they are free of dirt and pus.” There was a choked quality to Alasar’s voice, a sheen of tears in his eyes.


    The prince looked away from him, a growl rising in his chest that rumbled against Darcel’s ear.


    “For the gods’ sake, make it swift. This is hideous.”


    There followed a period of white pain all over his body, so sharp and fierce that he could not even make a sound, could only gasp silently like a fish brought to land.


    Blackness hovered on the edge of his mind, and he tried desperately to beckon it forth, anything other than this torture, but his foolish body endured, refusing to free him of a single moment of torment.


    When it finally ceased, he was beyond sense, body twitching continually, out of his control. Dimly, he grasped the sensation of being lifted clear of the water, of being held tightly against a much larger body, before he was laid down upon something deliciously soft, so different than his dirty straw pallet.


    There were several voices now, all of them capped by a gentle touch stroking over the matted strands of his wet hair.


    “We’ll have to cut it all off.” Alasar’s voice held a strange quality of grief about it, but Darcel had no strength to tell him it was fine.


    Gentle touches upon his skin, smoothing salve over the sores, and one by one, the wounds began to ease, from fiery lance like pain, to a dull, bearable ache.


    “Sleep now, my friend,” Alasar whispered softly, stroking his eyelids closed. “Heal, Darcel, heal.”


    Safe in his prince’s arms, he let his senses go at last.


    


    * * *


    


    A kiss upon his forehead woke him and he blinked, staring at Alasar with confusion. His eyes drifted past him after a brief moment, the confusion only worsening.


    It all seemed so real. The softness he lay on, the touch of Alasar’s fingers upon his face, the opulence of the room.


    If this was hell, it certainly hid it well.


    His eyes managed to focus back upon Alasar as he spoke.


    “Tomorrow we shall begin the trip home. Soon you will be back with us, strong and healthy again.”


    His words made no sense at all, and Darcel let it all slide past him. It did not matter. Alasar was here, holding him, his dream come to life—or death.


    It could have been days later, or merely hours, when he was fed and watered, and wrapped in soft blankets. Alasar scooped him up into his arms with terrifying ease. Did he weigh so very little? Or was this simply part of the dream?


    Alasar carried him carefully, with the utmost gentleness, Darcel’s head lying limply upon his shoulder as he blinked dazedly at their surroundings.


    Gray stone walls passed by. He heard voices, and occasionally a figure slid into his range of vision and then out again.


    Then they passed through a large doorway—and into sunlight.


    Darcel cried out, blinded, terrified. This was too much. To be outside, with no walls or roof made him feel as if he were falling. He had nothing to orient himself with, no reference point, just space, too much space.


    He flailed weakly, panting at even this small burst of energy.


    He heard cursing, and then a portion of the blanket was swiftly pulled over his head.


    Darcel subsided, shuddering, curling closer to Alasar. The air was cold. He was cold within and without.


    “Shh, my friend. It is fine. I have you. I will let no harm come to you now.”


    Darcel listened dazedly, some dim portion of his mind struggling to understand the words, to put them into any form of sense. Had Alasar not already given him harm? Was not his imprisonment by his prince’s orders?


    It was all so confusing, and he closed his eyes and tried to push it all away. Thinking took too much energy.


    Darcel heard horses close by, and then Alasar bent low and maneuvered him onto something soft. He opened his eyes cautiously, but there was no sky to be seen, only a wooden frame overhead that seemed to be covered in leather. He relaxed slightly, his gaze fixing upon Alasar, who had finished lacing two leather flaps together and was in the process of pulling off his boots.


    He slid in beside Darcel, pulling thick furs over their bodies.


    Dim comprehension finally entered his thoughts. This was a winter sledge, used for transporting the elderly or infirm during the harsh winters in the mountains.


    Being a creature of the desert, he had never seen such a thing, but he had heard of them, even seen drawings in some of the books from the royal library. The idea had been taken from the Uldan many centuries before.


    The air was cold, and Darcel coughed weakly. Alasar drew him down further, pulling a soft cover over their heads, then thick furs over that. Gently, he pulled Darcel against him to share warmth, one hand stroking his head.


    It was then that Darcel realized his hair was completely gone, that the beloved hand was stroking over stubble.


    He frowned, wanted to feel something over that, but he could not rouse himself to true emotion.


    Real or not, it was easier just to slide into sleep, tucked up against his love.


    


    * * *


    


    He was not dead.


    Darcel came to this conclusion after a few days of travel as he slowly regained a small bit of strength. His thoughts did not drift so terribly, and he was awake for small increments. And he knew the reality of his situation.


    Alasar was real. Darcel was going home.


    He wished he could say that such a realization brought happiness, but all he felt was a weak anxiety. Something was very wrong.


    On this particular day, he lay in the sledge with his face pressed against Alasar’s shoulder, breathing in his essence, that scent that had haunted him for so long. That it was now freely given, that he was being held in a fashion that he had dreamed of, should have given him comfort.


    It did not.


    Alasar sat up, yawning. It must be time to eat. The prince often left Darcel for short periods, obviously eating, before bringing back small bowls of soup or other soft food to feed him.


    Darcel longed for the strength to be able to care for himself. He had thought that Alasar’s attentions would be the ultimate joy, but instead he felt irritated, ill at ease. He did not protest, for he was far too weak to hold so much as a spoon, but being seen in such straits ground against the minuscule amount of pride he had left. He loved this man. He did not wish Alasar to see him as less than he had been.


    Alasar stroked his cheek and laid a kiss upon his forehead, then turned away to pull on his fur lined boots and lace them up.


    Darcel stared at his broad back for a while before he took a shuddering breath. “Caslendra and Taigon. When can I see them?” His whisper was hoarse and thin.


    Alasar’s body tightened like a bow, and he paused in his lacing, fingers clenching white.


    After a moment, he resumed his motions. “I am sure they will come to you once you are recovered. It would frighten them to see you now. Be patient, my friend.”


    Darcel paused to find air, cursing his weakness. It took him several breaths to find enough energy to speak again. “Alasar…”


    The prince half turned, but did not completely face him.


    Darcel knew then, but he tried to deny it.


    “Did you take my wife from me, Alasar? Did you take my son?” There was no heat in the words, only a kind of bewilderment.


    Alasar did not answer immediately, but turned to pull the covers up further on Darcel’s chest. “Who has been putting such nonsense in your head, Darcel?” His tone was fondly chiding.


    Darcel stared at him, reading him all too well.


    It was true what the guards had taunted him with over the years, what the demon had spoken of. The man he thought he knew, the one he loved with such depth, had betrayed him in the worst of ways.


    And Caslendra? She would not have been taken unwillingly. Now that he saw the truth of it, he could not help but wonder if this was why she had grown increasingly distant even before he had left.


    Had she and Alasar conspired together behind Darcel’s blind trust?


    His breath caught in his throat as another thought came to him. Was Taigon his? Was he his son at all?


    A thousand small memories gained momentum, things that had seemed trivial, unimportant at the time. Now they loomed larger and larger with each passing moment.


    Alasar crooned softly and leaned forward to lay a kiss upon his temple, stroking his cheek. He murmured something, words of comfort, of denial, but the painful intensity of Darcel’s discovery set him apart in a void of cold horror.


    He watched as Alasar stood, smiling at him briefly before he unlaced the doorway and disappeared outside. He watched the laces being tightened from without, and he lay motionless, unable to form a coherent thought.


    He blinked, once, twice, gritting his teeth against the pressure behind his eyes.


    He managed to roll to his side, pulling one of the pillows close to bury his face against its comforting softness. Bleakly, he wondered why in the hells Alasar was insisting on his return.


    


    


    He felt a familiar touch upon his shoulder.


    “I told you so,” the demon crooned.


    Yes. Yes he had, and Darcel too much the fool to see the truth.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    The horses stood motionless in the windy tumult, their manes and tails the only movement within the bleak white landscape.


    The snow swirled and danced around the men who sat astride the mounts, but they ignored it with the ease of familiarity, with the air of those in their natural element. Their thick, white wool coats trimmed in white fur and the gray horses they sat upon seemed creatures of the storm, invisible to any but the keenest of eye.


    They waited, silent and still, for word to come, hidden well in a clearing in the wood.


    When at last one of their own kind appeared from the south, they felt the man as much as saw him. Sight was of little use in their cold and often stormy world.


    The scout’s horse was surefooted, broad hooves steady upon the snow-covered ground. The scout himself drew up before the largest of the men, his head dipping in acknowledgment of rank.


    “They are just clearing the pass, Tasan-un. At their present speed, they should reach us within the hour.”


    The leader nodded, his expression obscured by the soft white cloth that covered everything but his eyes.


    “Well done. Tell the others to be ready across the way. I want this done swiftly and with efficiency, so that by nightfall, we will be far from this place.”


    The scout nodded respectfully before wheeling his horse round and leaving to alert the others, who lay in wait on the opposite side of the road.


    The tasan-un’s lips tilted into a cruel smile.


    Soon, what he desired would be his. The time had come at last.


    


    * * *


    


    They were travelling slowly and the path they were on seemed rough, the sledge bouncing over bumps and dips.


    Darcel clung weakly to the edge of the bed, staring blankly ahead at the leather-covered sides of the sledge, hearing the wood frame creak alarmingly. The air seemed faintly warmer as they travelled, so they must be headed south.


    He tried to imagine arriving home at last, the desert and its secrets enfolding around him once more, but it seemed vague and far away, like something he had dreamed.


    All he could truly focus on was Alasar’s treachery.


    Alasar had voted to ride during the stretch through the pass, and his smooth words of apology seemed as false as his care of him.


    Darcel could not face him, now that he knew. All he had ever believed of him, all he thought he knew was thrown into a chaotic muddle where friend became foe and there was naught but lies. He was relieved at Alasar’s absence, for he did not think he could have endured his touch, could not pretend that he was blind to his perfidy.


    Did Alasar think him so foolish that he would accept what he had done?


    Darcel closed his eyes in silent despair. The enormity of his discovery had left him dazed, without even true anger to sustain him.


    What possible reason could Alasar have to bring him home?


    The unknown loomed before him, and he could see no path…


    The sledge lunged forward sharply, and he slid on the bed, cracking his head against the wooden frame hard enough to half stun him.


    He lay there, curled into a ball of pain, only dimly aware of the shouting outside.


    The pain ebbed slowly, enough for him to realize that whatever was happening outside involved others, for there was the sound of steel against steel, screams of pain, of horses and men.


    They were being attacked.


    Desperately he fought to sit up, but weakness betrayed him, and he slumped back, helpless as a babe, heart pounding with dread.


    Who would…?


    He heard curses and among them, a tongue he had never thought to hear again.


    Uldan.


    Dear gods.


    There could be only one reason for their presence.


    Darcel had killed their high king. An Uldan never forgot treachery, never forgave deceit. They had come to avenge his death.

    
    Darcel realized he was almost panting with terror and fought to regain control. Why could Alasar not have left him alone to die? He had been so close. Instead he had dragged him back from the brink of blessed release to this?


    No.


    He stopped breathing for a moment, staring at nothing. Was it possible that this was what Alasar had planned all along? Had he planned to give Darcel to the enemy in some fell bargain he was unaware of? This all seemed contrived, the circumstances too tidy for coincidence.


    The possibility brought a fresh wave of pain when he thought he had reached the limit. He could almost laugh at his own naivety.


    The brutal sounds of conflict faded into a dread silence, punctured only by the fierce wind that howled around the sledge, masking the truth of what was happening outside his fragile shelter.


    His breath was shallow as he strained to hear. Even now he worried for Alasar, and he could not help but be amazed at his own foolishness.


    The man had betrayed him utterly, in so many forms, and still he could not help his heart’s longing. He cursed himself vividly and at length, his inner ranting helping to divert him from the terror of what awaited him.


    The crunch of a footstep in snow stilled him. He froze in place, listening.


    Another, closer, the wind picking up and sweeping it away for breathless moments, then finally a sound directly outside the sledge.


    Darcel shrank back against the corner of the bed, eyes fixed upon the lacings of the leather flaps. They shook for a moment, and then he could see the laces being pulled free with impatient haste.


    Cold air seeped through the growing gap, and Darcel pulled the covers and furs closer, as though they would provide some vague barrier.


    A loud growl of impatience, then suddenly the laces fell in pieces and the leather flap was thrown back by a large hand.


    A familiar hand.


    The man bent forward through the opening, filling it with his enormous shoulders. Their eyes met and Darcel felt despair take his breath.


    Harlech.


    His crime was of such great proportion that of course the son of the slain man would be the one to seek revenge. Darcel sucked in air, the sound harsh in the small space.


    Harlech smiled, that cold curl of his lips that Darcel remembered so well. “Well, little man. It seems you cannot avoid your fate.” The rumble of his voice arced through him.


    Darcel was silent, shocked, then he closed his eyes and nodded, resignation taking all hope.


    He would die, but with far more pain than the demon had ever offered.


    The knowledge made his senses swirl, and for once, his cursed body knew what to do, sending him down into the blessed release of unconsciousness.


    


    * * *


    


    Harlech wrapped the thin figure of his prey with thick layers of wool blankets before pulling the limp form from the sledge and striding for his horse. His men stood close, some guarding the survivors of the Raisian troops, others merely watching him with intent eyes, attention firmly upon his burden. He walked by the Raisian prince, kneeling in the snow with his surviving men, head bent against the cold wind.


    Harlech paused, considered the top of the golden head for a moment, then spit in the snow before him and continued onward.


    He gave a low command and his horse knelt, enabling him to mount easily, even with his arms full. The animal rose back to its feet and Harlech arranged himself and the bundle he carried. One of his men brought a large leather blanket to wrap around the wool, cutting the wind, and then they all mounted, turning from the Raisians and melting into the storm like wraiths.


    They had gotten what they came for.


    


    * * *


    


    Darcel regained consciousness slowly.


    He was comfortable and warm, warmer even than he’d been in the sledge…


    His eyes flew open. The sledge. The attack.


    Harlech.


    His scattered thoughts flew into panic, but he was too weak to make the effort to flail against the softness that encased him. Now that he could discern sound, he could hear the wind once more, but it was muffled, less intimidating. His dazed mind finally realized that he was on a horse, being held in strong arms, wrapped in blankets that smelled like Alasar, obviously the same blankets as had been in the sledge.


    The scent, once a source of comfort, now made him faintly ill, and he squirmed ever so slightly in protest at being encased within it.


    The motion ceased, and the arms holding him shifted, propping him up before unwrapping the layers that hid his face.


    Cold blasted through the gap, and he gasped, even as he relished the freshness of the air.


    Fierce brown eyes met his, and he could not find the strength to look away, caught in that gaze.


    Darcel felt Harlech shift slightly, and the horse began to move once more. The Uldan used no bridles, directing their horses with only their legs and body movement. He had admired that about them, such a bond with their animals. It had seemed a beautiful union, unmarred by force or demand.


    There were many things within the Uldan culture to admire, and Darcel had only encountered a fraction of their world.


    It would almost be an honor to die at their hands, rather than by his countrymen’s. Such reasoning was quite mad, but then he had not been sane for a very long time.


    He blinked, mesmerized, and Harlech moved him so that he rested against one massive shoulder. A gloved hand came up to touch his face.


    He did not have the sense to flinch, or perhaps he was too weak for reflexes. As it was, there was no pain in the touch. Harlech stroked one long finger down his sunken cheek, a frown darkening the man’s brow.


    “I would not have believed that your own prince would have treated you with such scorn, such brutality. He is a fool.”


    Darcel blinked again, confused. If Harlech were going to have him killed, why would he ponder his circumstances? It made no sense.


    Those brown eyes seemed to soften ever so slightly, but his ability to focus faded away. Darcel made some indistinguishable sound in his throat, perhaps a question, but Harlech shook his head.


    “Sleep, little man. We have a long way to go.”


    The covers were drawn back over his face and he wanted to protest, struggle, but his body had no more strength, and he sank into sleep, unable to dredge up enough fear to remain conscious.


    


    * * *


    


    Harlech’s horse picked its way down the slope with delicate precision. Here, at a lower elevation, the snow was melting, revealing pockets of bare rock amid the patches of thick snow.


    Below them, still small and indistinct, a town came into view, sprawling across the valley.


    Harlech let out a huff of relief, the steam of his breath hovering in the chill air. His hood was thrown back, his face mask tucked away in a saddlebag. As they descended, it was becoming almost unbearably hot to their cold hardened senses.


    They were home. Their task was complete.


    He shifted the light form he held, readjusting the weight, so that he could reach out and slowly pull the blankets back.


    The young man slept, long dark lashes curled against his gaunt cheeks. His shaved head made him seem vulnerable, more like a child. His breathing was deep and even, much better than before. Despite the rigors of their five-day trek, he seemed to be healing.


    Healing.


    Harlech’s expression darkened as his gaze took in the sunken cheeks, the stark pallor of one who had not seen the sun in far too long. It made him regret his temporary truce with Rais, made him wish he had tortured that son of a sow, the callous self-centered bastard who had done this to a friend.


    Harlech felt glad he was their enemy. He had dealt with Alasar only to regain what was his. Now their truce was over.


    


    * * *


    


    Darcel woke in degrees, aware of the lack of motion first, then the freedom of movement. The blankets were gone and he lay upon a vast bed, the ornately carved posts brightly painted, the curtains beautifully embroidered with scenes of hunting.


    For a long while he lay motionless, blinking sleepily at what he could see in his field of vision before rolling to his side, luxuriating in the sense of space around him.


    The scent from the covers was familiar, but it took him a moment to make the connection.


    Harlech.


    He froze for a moment, then subsided back with a weary groan. He did not have the strength for excessive fear. He had danced with the demon for far too long to fear death.


    What he feared was the pain of dying. The Uldan were noted for their ferocity and lack of mercy. He would not die well.


    He closed his eyes and thrust the images away. There was only this moment, this pleasure of warmth and freedom. There was no cell, no demon, no hunger to gnaw upon his body.


    This moment was good.


    From his new perspective, he could see the fire crackling in the hearth, a pleasant glow that soothed his soul. He stared into its depths, wondering vaguely where his captor was.


    It seemed odd that Harlech had brought him into his very bed. He could not be a pretty sight, and why take this care if he was to die by Harlech’s hand?


    He must have fallen into a half doze because he did not hear Harlech’s approach.


    A large hand stroked his cheek. He did not startle; his senses were so dulled. His eyes merely flickered open, and he stared into fathomless brown ones.


    “Welcome home, Darcel.” The tone was gentle, more so than he had ever heard from the Uldan.


    Darcel stared at him a moment before blinking slowly, the words floating about his mind lazily before coming to roost. He frowned, trying to make sense of what Harlech had said.


    “You will kill me,” he whispered hoarsely. “This is not my home.”


    Those thin lips, so often held in a hard line, seemed softer somehow, tilted into what could almost be termed a smile. Darcel could not take his eyes from them. Memories rose of the two of them pressed together, of that huge, hard body looming over him. Despite his seemingly rough manners, Harlech had never hurt him, and it was difficult to rouse his body to fear in his presence even now.


    “You can never return to Rais; therefore, this is your home.” Harlech leaned forward to whisper a kiss upon his forehead. “There is no death for you here, only honor.”


    Darcel’s mind sought to decipher his words, but they made no sense. He found the strength to raise a hand and press it against the Uldan’s chest so that he retreated some small distance and Darcel could see his face again.


    “I don’t understand.” His voice did not sound like his own. It sounded harsh and inhuman, like the call of a crow.


    Harlech watched him with the intent focus of the predator he was, and yet there was no hatred in his eyes, no threat in his posture.


    “You are honored here for what you have done. You have freed us when our laws bound us, when my reluctance to slay one of my own blood stayed my hand. We bless you for the killing, Darcel; we do not revile you for it.”


    Darcel shivered, and Harlech drew him into his arms with a delicacy he would never have expected, large and powerful as he was.


    The revelation hung before him, but he held back, afraid to reach out and accept the words. For too long he had wound himself in guilt and horror at what he had done, sure that that was why Alasar had rejected him. It was too much to understand, and he shied from it with more fear than he had felt over his impending death.


    Death, he understood.


    What Harlech spoke of was a mere dream, a hope of redemption that he had no business reaching for. Not a damned and cursed soul such as he.


    Darcel must have dozed, because time fell into slices that made no sense. Harlech’s words whispered in his mind, tempting him, luring him into hope.


    He must be misunderstanding him. That was the only thing he could conclude.


    Delicious warmth spread through him, the bed dipping, and in some vague corner of his thoughts, he realized Harlech had disrobed and slipped into the bed with him, cradling his thin, heat-starved body against his large, hot frame.


    This was familiar. Many was the night Darcel had lain just so, held by his captor against the unfamiliar cold of the north. Now, it was almost comforting in a way that confused him utterly.


    He felt nothing for this man, and yet…


    At this moment he was relaxed, without fear. This was what he had envisioned with Alasar. Was he so desperate for a gentle touch that he would accept it even from the enemy?


    Yet somehow the boundaries of enemy and beloved had become blurred. Alasar was the one who had harmed him. So who exactly was the enemy here?


    It was too much to contemplate, and his thoughts scattered further as Harlech gently stroked his head, the stubble softer now that it had grown back in somewhat. It should have been irritating, as it had been when Alasar had done it, but instead he found it strangely soothing.


    He had obviously reached the height of insanity. He listened a moment for the demon, but all was silent.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    He woke slowly, more aware than he had been for a very long while. He was warm and safe.


    Safe.


    His eyes opened, and he took stock of his surroundings. He was still in what had to be Harlech’s room, though it surprised him that this seemed to be a permanent building of some sort. He had been under the impression that the Uldan were a nomadic people, their dwellings always the hide tents he had earlier encountered.


    Where was this place, and was it in truth Uldan, or somewhere within the borders of Rais?


    The furniture was brightly painted, heavy in style, very Uldan. Therefore, even if this place had been taken, it had been changed to Harlech’s tastes.


    Darcel shifted, stretching, feeling the arm that bound him to Harlech tighten ever so slightly. The large man made a soft grumble, making him smile, before subsiding back into slumber, never releasing his hold upon Darcel.


    Darcel basked in his heat, content to lie still again.


    For the first time since his imprisonment, he did not hurt. There were still aches, still stiffness in joints that had not moved enough for years, but there was no direct pain.


    It was so wonderful, so beyond comprehension that he felt tears start to his eyes.


    Tears. He could not remember the last time he had had the strength to cry. It seemed a strange measure of his improvement.


    It took time for them to stop, but he did not fight them, letting them flow silently down his face, wetting the pillow beneath his cheek, cleansing all that he felt.


    He lay contemplating his circumstances then squeezed his eyes shut, unable to return to even a thought of his imprisonment and the horrors it had entailed.


    He opened his eyes again, staring blindly across the room.


    Imprisonment. And what were his circumstances now? Prisoner—or honored guest, as Harlech had intimated? He had never found Harlech to be less than honest, a common trait among those of Uldan. Often he was brutally honest. Could he be speaking the truth? What then would Darcel be now? Harlech’s bed warmer once more, or something else?


    The faint thread of hope was too much to bear. He stirred once more, this time struggling to ease his way from under the constricting arm of the man who was either his captor or his savior.


    At last, panting softly, he managed to slide to the edge of the bed and let his feet dangle down, touching the thick wool carpet that cushioned the stone floor. With great effort he managed to half stand, half lean on the bed, feeling a surge of pride at this sign of healing. With grim determination he managed to move a few feet, holding onto various objects in his path until he could relieve himself in the copper chamber pot.


    Such a small victory, and yet it raised his spirits inordinately. It made him feel less of an invalid and more of a man. He did not know what lay in store for him, but he would meet it on his own two feet, not laying in a pathetic huddle.


    The bed seemed so very far away, and he half fell against it when he finally managed to return.


    There was a grunt, and then he was lifted effortlessly, laid back down with amazing gentleness, the show of strength a vivid reminder of how small he was in relation to the Uldan.


    Annoying.


    He let out a huff of breath, looking into brown eyes with some irritation, but Harlech merely smirked.


    “Not to worry, little one. Soon you will be up and about, full of your usual energy and driving me to distraction.” The tone was playful, the manner teasing.


    Darcel frowned more deeply, crossing his arms, searching Harlech’s expression for some sort of explanation for this new and strange behavior.


    Harlech grinned, tilting his head. “You are one of us now, Darcel. A hero to many here. And you are mine. My consort as high king, tasan-un of the Uldan.”


    Darcel stared at the madman, wondering if this was some part of a fever dream. “Consort,” he repeated with disbelieving emphasis. “I am no woman, to be at your side for breeding.”


    Harlech chuckled, true amusement lighting his eyes and tilting his mouth into an honest-to-goodness smile, something that had long been absent when Darcel had known him. “A consort is more than a wife. They are the closest companion to the tasan, or in this case, the tasan-un. They can be either male or female, there is no gender bias, such as you seem to assume.”


    “I was your fuck toy before, and now I am your closest confidant? I find that hard to believe. What exactly are you trying to pull here?” Darcel thought his frown was quite intimidating, but Harlech seemed impervious, his smile not fading in the least.


    “You might have been a toy in the beginning, but you grew on me, made me want you in my bed and at my side.”


    Darcel scowled. “Who are you? You are not Harlech, that is for damned sure.”


    Harlech drew him close against his chest, leaning down to kiss him, ignoring his weak struggling with dispiriting ease. He simply caught Darcel’s fist before it could reach his face, shackling his wrist with powerful fingers and holding him still with negligent ease.


    It was utterly infuriating.


    The kiss deepened, and Darcel felt himself sinking into it, his struggles pausing, his mind drifting from annoyance into simmering pleasure. Harlech may be many things, but foremost in his thoughts was that he was an amazing, generous lover. Even in the beginning, he had seen to Darcel’s pleasure, never leaving him wanting. His initiation into penetrative male sex had been thorough and shatteringly pleasurable. It had bound him to Harlech in ways he had fought against and had thought he’d put behind him.


    Here, now, in his embrace, Harlech’s tongue teasing his and his hand gently brushing down Darcel’s back to cradle his buttock, he was drawn back into that mire of feeling.


    Damn the man! The thought was hazy at best, his protest weak. Somehow his hand disobeyed him, creeping up to curl around Harlech’s neck as he drank in his taste as though he had been starving for it.


    Harlech hummed under his breath, stealing his very will with each touch, each caress. It was always as if Darcel became another person under his will, a passionate, needy, quivering mass of flesh that the Uldan easily controlled. It was so damnably easy to sink into his web, so tempting to lose himself in his touch, his powerful essence.


    Darcel found himself on his back, Harlech’s large body looming over him, his lips leaving Darcel’s to trail over his neck, breathe softly in his ear, making him shudder. His hands, which should have been pushing the larger man away, clung to him most brazenly despite his mind’s outrage at their actions. Whatever magic this man possessed, his body responded to it wholeheartedly, his mind being pushed away into a secondary role, only able to watch in horrified fascination.


    Harlech’s kisses moved lower, a tongue emerging to lave over Darcel’s nipples, forcing an embarrassing mewl from his lips. The sound only seemed to encourage the Uldan more. He growled lightly against his flesh and Darcel’s eyes rolled back at the sensation, his fingers clenching upon taut, unyielding muscles on a broad back.


    That tongue, that torturous, wonderful tongue, moved lower, swiping over his flesh, tasting him, showing approval with rumbling sounds that vibrated through his body, stoking his lust ever higher.


    Resistance had long since faded away into some forgotten corner of his thoughts, and he could only ride the wave of pleasure Harlech created, trembling with need he had almost forgotten.


    A stray thought intruded, that it should have been Alasar who created this firestorm of sensation. For a moment only, then the memory of betrayal wiped it away and Darcel leaned into Harlech more thoroughly.


    Whatever his future was, there was no going back. And this moment seemed very pleasant indeed. No need to dwell on what he had lost, when he had never really possessed it to begin with.


    Rebellion brewed within him, and he arched up weakly, pressing against the hardness of Harlech’s cock, spreading his legs to bring him nearer, wanting his touch with fearsome intensity.


    He snarled, face taut with need and lust. To his despair, the lips left him, still shy of his own cock, where it lay dripping and lonely upon his belly.


    He gave a groan of disappointment. Harlech kissed him quickly and knelt up, lifting him easily onto his lap, knees draped over either side of his hips.


    They pressed chest to chest, and Harlech fumbled by the bedside, managing to snag a small jar despite Darcel’s pawing at his large muscled form, trying to touch him everywhere at once.


    The touch of chill oil made Darcel whimper, trying to arch away. Harlech followed the small movement patiently, sinking one large, thick finger into Darcel’s body with slow reverence that drove him half-mad with need.


    Darcel tried to thrust his hips back into the touch, drive him deeper, but Harlech held him firmly, denying him that relief.


    Darcel growled with need, glaring, but Harlech only kissed him, drove the anger back with touch and heat. A second finger made him arch, closing his eyes momentarily with the relief that eased the growing ache as the digits slid deeper, spreading him, scissoring in his channel and bringing back memories of his possession.


    Thoughts of their past only made him want Harlech more, made the wait more torturous. Darcel threw his head back, lip curled in a snarl of need, and felt Harlech’s teeth against his neck, the pain of the bite only driving him further into a spiral of desire and heat.


    His nails drew crescents in dark skin. Harlech growled against his neck, primal, as he deepened the bite before releasing it, licking at the marks with satisfaction evident in the hum that escaped his throat. It was almost a purr, as though he were a great cat.


    Darcel moaned at the thought. He had never thought he had a kink for pain, but the bite represented something he longed for deep within. A claiming. Belonging to someone. Someone that wanted him, not just a warm body.


    The bite throbbed at his thoughts, and he writhed minutely on Harlech’s fingers, a groan of need loud in the chamber.


    His own wildness seemed to rise up to meet Harlech’s, and he leaned forward, laid his lips on that powerful neck, and returned the favor, teeth sinking deep.


    Darcel thought Harlech might protest, might shove him away, prove that this was no more than sex, but he stymied him by placing one giant paw behind his head, encouraging him, deepening the bite.


    He felt a sense of fulfillment rush through him as he marked Harlech as he had been marked.


    When at last Darcel released him, Harlech’s eyes were dark with lust, pupils dilated fully, and he pulled his fingers free of the little thief, an action that left him aching with want before Harlech angled his body and brought his massive erection to Darcel’s entrance.


    Darcel had no time to brace himself, even if he had been coherent enough to make the attempt. Harlech slid home, the slicked-up head popping inside the ring with a burning stretch that made Darcel shriek as the thick column continued in without mercy. His body, too long without such an act, could only twitch around the invader, helpless against the onslaught.


    He sagged in Harlech’s hold, his strength waning utterly as tears rose to his eyes. Tears not of pain, but of wonder. He could feel. This was real. Not a fever dream, not some illusion sent by the demon. He was alive. The new pain proved it in a way that nothing else could have.


    Harlech’s fierce eyes met his and there was no apology in that look, only determination, as though some part of him had understood what would shake him free of the past. The man was far too intuitive for comfort. How had he known, when Darcel himself had not?


    Everything rushed upon him, his breathing harsh and fast, matching Harlech’s perfectly, the feel of sweat-slicked skin beneath his fingertips. The warmth of the fire on his back and buttocks. The sight of dilated, dark eyes boring into his, no compromise or pity in their depths. The masculine scent of horses and earth, wool and the sage they packed in their trunks.


    Darcel was alive.


    He leaned forward, shaking, and met Harlech’s lips. He responded with ardor, one huge arm wrapped around Darcel, holding him close, a hand pressing against the small of his back as he thrust up, impaling him.


    Darcel nipped his lip, drawing blood, and he gave him a wild grin before angling him back and driving his hips in fast, short thrusts that gave him no time to breathe. Darcel’s weak cries were overlaid with Harlech’s timed grunts, the slap of their bodies meeting, the soft, wet sounds of their union.


    For the first time, Darcel gave his body to Harlech in full, all of him, nothing held back, and he should have been terrified. Instead he let out a harsh, haunting laugh, feeling as if he could fly, could soar into another level of being…


    The inner tightness spiraled, drew ever closer, making him pant in anticipation, in need. So close, so…


    The universe exploded into brilliant white light, and he fell into its embrace without the slightest trepidation.


    


    


    Harlech washed his unconscious lover’s body with slow, tender strokes, a ritual cleansing that soothed his soul. Each pass of the cloth was wiping away the past, the torment the young man had undergone at the orders of his prince.


    Harlech’s lip curled back from his teeth, a rumbling snarl rising in his chest.


    So fragile, his Darcel. Skin and bones and stubborn perseverance. And his hair, his beautiful hair. Shaved off, like a slave’s.


    He stroked gentle fingers over the stubble, softer now with growth, but still far from the thick, wavy mass he remembered. The smaller man was covered in bruises and scars, ribs stark against his skin.


    At least tonight, there had been fire in his eyes, a spark given life once more. Harlech shuddered at the memory of deadened blue eyes, dull, lifeless, so without hope.


    It would have taken much to quench such a spirit, and judging by the scars, there had been no mercy shown. No mercy to a man that had selflessly striven for an end to the war, for both sides. Yet Rais, and her royalty, had understood nothing, had accepted their prince’s responses and lies and never questioned the validity or truth of it.


    A heroic man, caught in a triangle of betrayal.


    Harlech would tell him the truth some day, when he was stronger. That the Prince of Rais, Alasar, had willingly sold Darcel to the Uldan, without the smallest compunction, the least hint of reluctance, though he had insisted on the ruse of attack.


    Harlech could not say he cared. As long as he finally had Darcel safe in his arms, then the rest did not matter, though it had been difficult to stay his blade when he had the opportunity to eliminate the enemy during the attack.


    Still, the man was not worth a renewal of war.


    With Darcel here, they would find a way to negotiate their way across the desert, to claim the mountains on the far side, where Rais had no interests. His people would flourish there, where drought did not cull their precious herds, where hunger did not decimate the tribes and leave the children crying with hunger. The despair in their eyes would be gone, at long last.


    He would do this, or die trying.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER SIX


    


    When Darcel woke, he felt deliciously sore and languid. His thoughts were clear and he felt as though he had strength again, minimal to be sure, but more than he had had for a very long time.


    He stretched, feeling delight in the way his body could move, the way it responded with true motion, instead of the sickly, weak shakiness of the past few years.


    He was nowhere near recovered, but for the first time, he could have faith that he would recover.


    The warm covers curled around him, a safe haven, and he rubbed his face against them, savoring the softness, the cleanliness. He did not think he would ever take such a simple thing for granted again.


    He took one last breath, inhaling the sweet, fresh smell of the sheets, before pushing them down to his chest and rolling to his back, blinking against the sun that poured in through the large window to his right.


    He lay there, content, letting the warmth of the rays soak into his body. It reminded him of the desert, of her harsh beauty and ageless endurance. The oases that peppered the landscape, humanity huddled within their borders, water the very coin of life. The lushness of these islands of green, the closeness of the people who understood the desert and her moods and were grateful for her mercy.


    A sigh escaped him, a mournful admission that such a world, his world, was far away. He might have escaped the fortress, but he was no closer to home. No closer to his beloved desert.


    His captors could not be further removed from his own people. The Uldan revered the cold, welcomed its embrace as Darcel loved the sun.


    They were so very different, yet these people had brought him here, and according to Harlech, thanked him, even honored him, for the death of Malach.


    He knew little of these people, only what he had gleaned from his earlier stay. There had been so much he did not understand. Their language was rich and complex, and during his previous captivity, he had been surprised at Harlech’s patience in teaching him. It seemed so strange a thing to want to bestow on the enemy.


    Now, with hindsight, he wondered if Harlech had decided to keep him, if not as a privileged companion, at least as an educated bed warmer. Harlech was not a man who tolerated fools, and Darcel had been surprised to discover that the Uldan was far more educated than Rais had ever given him credit for.


    He could read in four languages, including Raisian, and often had books delivered to him after raids, his demeanor suggesting that gold itself could not have held more value in his eyes. Harlech was far more than a simple savage. In learning his true nature, Darcel also saw his people differently, and put aside his prejudices, clearing his mind for the truth.


    They were not his people, but they had honor, loved and cared for their own. He still had much to learn about them, about the subtle nuances of their culture, but so far, he had learned to admire them.


    Now Harlech had taken him in, seemed to think that he would be one of them.


    This was not the desert, not Rais, but perhaps, just perhaps, he could forge a new life here.


    He sat up with less effort than he had expected, and that buoyed his spirits greatly. He saw a robe lying across the end of the bed and snatched it up and put it on. It drowned him. He was quite sure that he looked like a child playing dress up.


    Huffing, he pulled the cloth about him, grimacing at the fact it could have wrapped him twice, and tied it as best he could, rolling up the sleeves to a manageable length.


    The fireplace was to his right, halfway across the vast room. He yelped as his bare feet left the carpet and made the intimate acquaintance of the stone floor. With a peculiar hop, jump, shuffle, he scurried across the cold expanse, sighing in relief when his toes met wool once more.


    Cold was something he had never learned to cope with, and even this brief touch reminded him too vividly of his cell and the chill that had pierced him.


    Cursing fluently, he thrust the thoughts away. He had been too long in that shadow and he wanted no more of it. The fireplace beckoned and he gladly stepped close, sighing with pleasure.


    “It seems I can always find you basking in the heat. I am sure you use your weight in wood in but an hour.”


    Darcel jumped at the sound of Harlech’s amused baritone. He scowled at the levity, flicking a rude gesture with one hand, the other clutching his robe closed in self-defense. “I am always chilled in this benighted country. If indeed we are in your country, and not in a town of my own that you’ve captured.”


    Harlech chuckled, brushing a hand fondly over Darcel’s scalp. Darcel swiped at him, growling under his breath as Harlech continued on to sit at a table by the nearest window, the sun haloing his form. He relaxed back, surveying Darcel with languid interest, legs stretched out and crossed, his posture radiating contentment, something Darcel had never witnessed in him before.


    “We are in Uldan, twenty miles from the Raisian border. I have made this town, Hewen, the center of operations since I became tasan-un. It suits my purpose and is warmer for the winter.”


    Darcel snorted, crossing his arms. “Since when do you worry about the cold? You glory in it.”


    Harlech grinned, tilting his head slightly to view him. “Since I decided upon my consort, who is fragile and likes the heat.”


    Darcel stared at him in shocked silence.


    Harlech threw his head back in full-throated laughter. “Rare indeed are the times I have seen you speechless. I give myself full credit for such an achievement so soon after your arrival.”


    Darcel snapped his jaw shut and glowered, trying to thrust away the small warmth he felt at Harlech’s confession. He had moved here—for him?


    The door swung open and servants entered, bearing trays of steaming food, and Darcel’s attention veered from Harlech to the delicious smells that wafted by as they passed him. They placed the trays upon the table, bowing to Harlech with swift reverence as they did so. He nodded to them, more solemn in their presence than he had been with Darcel. They left as quickly and efficiently as they had arrived, closing the door in their wake and leaving Darcel and Harlech alone once more.


    “Come, Darcel. Eat with me. We need to put flesh back upon those bones, and I think today you will be able to manage more solid things.”


    Darcel wanted to balk at even so simple an order, but the food drew him. He took a seat, deliberately on the opposite side of Harlech, which only made him laugh again. He pushed a plate toward Darcel, watching indulgently as he tentatively reached for bread and cheese, unsure what he would be able to manage.


    This first foray into real food left him nervous, not wanting to feel ill yet again. Real food. He felt like a child with too many choices, though the fare was relatively simple and plain, perhaps in deference to his illness. Or was this the best they had to offer?


    He bit into a fresh piece of honey-buttered bread, closing his eyes with bliss as the taste burst over his tongue. A moan rose without his quite realizing it, and he flushed, meeting Harlech’s eyes. The man was watching him with rapt absorption, slowly buttering his own bread.


    The heat in those eyes made Darcel’s flush deepen, and he looked down at his plate. He chewed with single-minded dedication, savoring each piece, careful to avoid Harlech’s gaze.


    Darcel felt as though something had opened between them and now pulsed like a live thing. Harlech’s presence made him feel alive, restless, combative. What was different now that had not existed before?


    Harlech made no effort to speak to him and he began to relax, to savor this moment. He was out of bed, feeling more like a living being, and the food… He licked the butter from his lips, looking up to find another piece of bread hovering before him already buttered and waiting. He did not even protest the offer, only nodded and accepted it.


    He managed a bit of cheese and some soup before he had to stop, his stomach giving a warning spasm.


    Sitting back, he curled into the large Uldan chair, content and lazy. He could not even rouse a protest when Harlech picked him up and carried him to a long sofa near the fire, settling himself down and then laying Darcel before him, nearer the blessed warmth. Darcel shivered regardless, and Harlech huffed, pulling a blanket from behind him and carefully folding and tucking it about Darcel, before he laid back and pulled Darcel close.


    Silence fell, comfortable, as though they had done this a thousand times before. Darcel could not wrap his thoughts around the fact that he was supposed to be an enemy, yet here and now he could not produce the smallest amount of fear in Harlech’s presence. Whether it was because he was too worn after his ordeals, or whether part of him was aware that Harlech had changed somehow, he could not decipher which was true. Or was it he who had changed…


    Or was it just the discovery of Alasar’s betrayal? Was Harlech so much better by comparison after what Darcel had endured?


    Harlech’s hand rubbed over Darcel’s stomach with soft, small strokes over the blanket, a soothing gesture that had him half dozing. He blinked at the fire, its crackling and occasional snaps a familiar and mesmerizing litany of sounds.


    Harlech’s large form loomed over him from behind, yet it felt like safety, not threat. How could so much have become so different?


    A large hand stroked over the stubble of his hair with fond, gentle pressure, and it roused him from his languor somewhat. Enough that he wanted answers. For so long, he had let circumstances move him, helpless against what others wanted, but now, as his mind began to function again, he was no longer willing to be a leaf at the wind’s mercy, he wanted as much control as he could grasp.


    “What am I to be here, now? You say I am to become your consort or companion. I do not understand this concept. I do not know what you wish of me.” Darcel bit his lip, hating the small hint of pleading that echoed more than he would have liked in the words.


    Harlech’s chest inhaled with a breath, then that caressing hand tilted his face round slightly, so that he could meet his gaze.


    “As I have said, Darcel, you are revered here. There are many who prayed for an end to my father’s tyranny. One of our seers claims she foresaw your coming. It was why I kept you to myself, kept you away from him for so long. I feared that he had heard of you also and would kill you on sight.”


    Darcel rolled slightly, further into Harlech’s arms, solemnly watching his face, seeing the shadows of frustration and futility that had haunted him under his father’s rule, trying to keep his people safe and having little recourse. Darcel had seen the way his father had watched him, openly suspicious. It had been clear that there were no delusions on either side. There had been no trust, much less even a whisper of affection, despite their blood bond, something held most sacred in Uldan society.


    “You would have not been able to get close, Harlech. Stop fretting over this. I saw the way his guards watched you. You would have been killed before you could touch him, and then what? Your people would have had no protector at all. And now, you are tasan-un. You can change what has gone before, bring back true justice and uphold the laws as they were meant to be. What happened before must be left in the past.”


    Harlech managed a small smile that did not light the sadness within his piercing eyes. He stroked a finger down Darcel’s cheek. “When did you become so very wise, little man?”


    Darcel’s lips quirked with a mixture of melancholy and bitterness. “I have had a long time to ponder on things, to tear myself apart and put the pieces back together. Perhaps somewhere in there I learned that the past cannot be changed, that there is only now, and with luck, tomorrow.”


    Harlech’s finger flicked lightly at his nose, making him grimace and pull back.


    “I hope, for your sake, that you will remember that. Your life here is just beginning; there is nothing beyond that. You will be at my side, Darcel, in all things, and we will bring my people, your people now, to the new lands.” His tone held utter confidence. “The seer said you would know how to gain us passage, that you would be able to give us the means to bargain with those who would stop us, to understand their machinations and how to work past them.”


    Darcel gaped at him. “You believe that nonsense? Harlech, I am no one. Nothing. I hold no sway in Rais now, if I ever did. Having me here will bring you no advantage, no knowledge to see this through. I am a thief, not a diplomat, not an advisor or lord. Only a thief.”


    Harlech tilted his head slightly, eyeing him more deeply than Darcel was comfortable with. The Uldan had always been far too good at seeing through his ruses, his actions and words. He had always understood him in a way that had made Darcel uneasy with him as an enemy.


    Enemy, friend, lover, Darcel had no idea what to call him. But as things now stood, it was no easier to accept his perusal.


    “You will be my closest confidant, my advisor, my lover. That is how it will be.” Harlech clearly had no doubt of the veracity of this plan, of how his people would accept this, or for that matter, how Darcel would accept this.


    Darcel stared at him, and Harlech merely smirked.


    “You cannot truly be serious. I don’t know if you noticed, but I am a man, first and foremost, and not liable to give you children to inherit your title. I am also of an enemy race, and although I did happen to kill the putrid slug that was killing both our people, I hardly think that qualifies me as an advisor to the current tasan-un.”


    Harlech grinned and tugged him closer, so that he faced the fire once more, secure in strong arms.


    “Good gods, you are serious.” Darcel rubbed his aching brow. “Harlech. I killed your father.”


    “Hmmm,” he nuzzled against his nape, making him shiver. “Good for you.”


    “There have to be some of your people who will resent me, a foreigner, killing the tasan-un, even if they hated his oily guts!”


    Harlech’s breath made Darcel squirm, unable to decide whether he should move away from him or closer to that magical touch.


    Harlech’s broad shoulders shrugged a little, as though the topic held little weight in his mind. “There have been deaths since you left. My men and I have thoroughly combed through the remnants of his supporters. They know I will stand for no opposition. They will follow me, or they can leave, or they can die.”

   
    “Yes, yes. You are a big bad Uldan. They will just wait for their chance and pointing out me as your weakness is a great beginning.” Darcel decided that closer was definitively better and squirmed nearer.


    “Together, we can outwit them. Not difficult, I will admit, but moderately entertaining. The winter is here now. It is hard to find good distractions, so there you are. Clean up politically and keep the men from fighting among themselves or fathering too many children to feed.” Harlech dragged one hand down over Darcel’s chest until he held his hardening cock.


    “You are a whole lot mad, you do know that?” Harlech bit his neck, laving over the mark afterward. “Hmm-hmm. Runs in the family. Good thing I have you.”


    His lips silenced anything Darcel might have said in answer.


    


    * * *


    


    Darcel strolled slowly at Harlech’s side down the huge hallway. It was a slow tour of the vast array of buildings. The complex was arranged in a rough square, with a vast open courtyard in the middle. Looking out the windows, he could see small shoots of green beginning to show along the edges of the walls that faced south, a sign that spring was coming to this northern clime.


    Far from being a strictly nomadic, primal people, the Uldan’s culture was rich and complex. They had no books, other than those Harlech had collected from raids, but created beautifully illustrated scrolls depicting their beliefs, their lives, their fantastical history brought to life. It made him feel guilty that he had ever assumed them to be ignorant barbarians. If anything, they were more civilized than his own people, at least in the ways they looked after all their citizens. Everyone was cared for, from the youngest to the oldest, and to do otherwise was sacrilege. That very respect, the adherence to the laws, was what had mired them in misery with their last tasan-un. Even now, Darcel knew Harlech was re-writing several laws to avoid just such an occurrence again, even though it could mean his downfall in the future.


    Harlech did not seem to consider his position as tasan-un a personal one. He only saw it as a tool, a mantle of duty that must be handled with respect and used with passion and pride. His people were everything to him.


    And his people revered him. Their awe and gratitude followed him everywhere. He was almost a god to them.


    And they felt a certain reverence for Darcel as well, which gave him great anxiety. The idea that he was in some way their savior was ludicrous in the extreme. He’d had many an argument with Harlech about the matter. Well, Darcel argued, and Harlech smirked and watched him rant.


    The man was hopeless. He was firm in his belief that Darcel would provide a solution to their problems, that he would find a way to deal with the Raisians and negotiate a way for the Uldan to cross through enemy territory and take up residence in the far Eastern Mountains.


    


    


    Often then, he would pull Darcel close and take him passionately, until Darcel could not remember his own name, much less what he had been upset about to begin with.


    It was a very unfair tactic as far as he was concerned.


    Pleasurable, yes. Fair, no. No amount of logical wording could make Harlech see that he was relying on the wrong person. And his idiocy had spread to the people, who treated Darcel with such respect and such care, that sometimes it brought tears to his eyes. If only he deserved such a thing.


    To be here, among those who actually seemed to want him, seemed to overlook his birth, his circumstances, and the fact that he should be labeled as enemy. They adopted him into what was essentially a huge, sprawling family. And he was going to let them down.


    Darcel followed Harlech down a long hallway to the far side of the building complex. They reached a set of ornate doors, far more beautiful than anything he had yet seen. Two guards swung them open, and they passed through the portal into a strange and shocking world.


    Women, everywhere. They bowed almost to the ground at Harlech’s passage, but their eyes remained fixed upon Darcel, curiosity evident, whispers rising in his wake.


    Harlech glanced at him, a smirk rising upon his lips as he viewed his confusion and apprehension. “Today, you meet my wives and my children.”


    Darcel’s head whipped round and he stared at him in utter shock.


    “Wives? Plural?” Rage began to rise, a feeling of betrayal. “You bastard…”


    Harlech laughed, ignoring the shocked gasps around them at Darcel’s blatant disrespect of the tasan-un.


    “Do not be concerned. There are only two, and you are first in my affections. They were both political marriages. Now that there are children, they live their own lives. They are not, nor have they ever been, consorts, a position of love and respect.”


    Darcel stared at him, mouth agape, a position that was becoming all too familiar around this man.


    He said that word “love” with such casual assurance, as though he had no doubt whatsoever about his feelings toward Darcel. Darcel, however, was stunned at its use, once more shocked to silence.


    He swore Harlech did it a purpose.


    Harlech’s smile widened and he took Darcel’s hand in his. Darcel resisted for a mere moment before subsiding with a huff. He had well learned it was useless to protest the Uldan’s strength. A glare was all he could manage, though it did not have the potency he would have wished for.


    “These women are for you?” His tone dripped ice when he had regained his voice.


    “Do you think me a god then, to have such potency?” Harlech’s voice rang with amusement, making him flush.


    “There are those who keep harems. Why would you be different?”


    “Such a thing is frowned on, in our culture. To leave a woman so emotionally bereft as to be only one of many? No, that is not done. These women are companions to my wives. One day they will marry and leave this haven, but only at their own will. They are protected here, educated. It is an honor to serve the mothers of royal children.”


    Darcel squinted at him, trying to root out any untruth, but his expression was bland, untroubled. His fingers played over Darcel’s, blatant affection in the touch, his eyes calm.


    He scarcely had time to think of being nervous, before they passed through an arched portal, into utter luxury.


    Thick rugs, elegant and colorful wall hangings, plush, bright furniture. It dazzled him so that he did not see the occupants, until childish laughter made him turn, wide eyed, to watch Harlech being mobbed by small bodies.


    His fingers curled into fists as he watched, pain rising in his thoughts. Once he had been greeted in such a fashion. Once he had had a child. Doubt of the boy’s true parentage did not make him miss Taigon any less.


    It took a moment for his grief to clear enough for him to take true notice of the scene before him. Harlech had gone to his knees, arms around first one child, then another, as they clamored for his attention. They seemed very certain he would give it, so this visit was not rare then, not just for Darcel’s benefit.


    His heart softened, as though he needed yet another reason to find Harlech attractive.


    There were five children, two boys and three girls, and Harlech seemed completely impartial as to gender. Four of them were quite young, ten and under, but the fifth child, a boy, stood just behind Harlech’s shoulder, waiting patiently. He was older, perhaps fourteen or so, and he was so like Harlech, his features a stunning replication.


    Harlech did not rush the moment. He paid each child attention, listening with a serious expression when it was called for, laughing and smiling when it was needed. It was beautiful to watch.


    Darcel finally noticed the two women in the room. Sitting upon low couches, very at ease, they watched the interplay with fond smiles before switching their attention to Darcel, curiosity evident in their inspection.


    He stiffened, uncomfortable in the extreme. In his culture, a wife would be paramount, in a place of power and prestige. A consort would be considered an affair, a sexual liaison outside of the marriage.


    He felt very much the outsider. These women could make his life hellish if they chose too.


    At last, Harlech rose to his feet and turned to the oldest boy, ruffling his hair, ignoring the frown of outrage this gained him. He wrapped his arm around thin shoulders and guided him toward Darcel.


    Brown eyes the mirror of his father’s met Darcel’s, confusion and fear in their depths.


    They stared at each other for a moment, more out of speechlessness than any attempt to intimidate.


    Finally the boy murmured something that Darcel could not translate. He shot a desperate glance at Harlech in question.


    “He gives you greetings as father second. Adhim-du.” Harlech’s fond smile told of his pride.


    “And how do I address him properly?” Darcel felt it was important that he show this boy respect. He did not want resentment to grow, to become something along the lines of Harlech and Malach.


    “As my heir, he is tasan-se. His true name, which you will call him by, is Naharn.”


    Darcel nodded. To be given a true name was a great honor, something you had to acknowledge.


    “I give you greetings, Naharn, Tasan-se. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Darcel held out his hand, an adult gesture seldom granted to children, and Naharn flushed with pleasure.


    Hesitantly, glancing at his father first, he reached out and grasped Darcel’s forearm in a male greeting.


    Darcel smiled, remembering this awkward stage all too well. All arms, legs, and emotions. A dangerous phase on the streets. It warmed him, that this boy would never know such hardship.


    At least if they could get to their new home. He looked into Naharn’s eyes, saw the innocence there, no knowledge of the world’s cruelties.


    Darcel wanted to keep him like that, but knew that his life trials would come regardless. His path, as Harlech’s son, would not be a simple one.


    Still, he felt a great desire swell within him that the boy, that his siblings, would never know hunger and deprivation as Darcel had, something that loomed over them all. Something in the touch of this boy, the tentative trust that was growing in his expression, gave Darcel fire. He would find a way to the Eastern Mountains. The drought, harming so many, must be left behind.


    In that moment he became Uldan.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    


    Harlech’s wives were gracious and welcoming, seeming to be glad for their husband’s good fortune in finding his consort. Grataia was the first, older than Harlech by five years, sturdy and plain, but with a presence that discounted her looks entirely. Her brown eyes were wise and calm, motherly, and Darcel felt his fears ease in her company. She was mother to Naharn, as well as the second boy, Fasun, ten, and a little girl, Paisla, eight. Apparently she had lost their second child. She told the tale calmly, but there was grief in the depths of her eyes, and a glance cast at Harlech that told of pain shared.


    The second wife, Raya, was younger, slimmer, and very pretty, with long dark hair and a finer facial bone structure than was normal for Uldan. She seemed pleasant enough, with no malice evident in thought or word, but neither did she seem terribly intelligent. Harlech’s manner toward her was different than with his first wife. With Grataia, he was respectful and caring, asking her opinions and listening with due consideration. With Raya, he charmed and made her giggle and laugh, but he did not look for equality or advice. Raya seemed very young and rather feckless in Darcel’s humble opinion, but perhaps there was more than he was seeing.


    Her children were two bright and pretty girls, twins, Yavlai and Derwa, who had taken instantly to Darcel and crawled onto his lap within moments of meeting. He was hesitant at first, but could not resist their charm, and he found himself almost curled around them, protective of them, letting them chatter away to him, each twin completing the other’s sentences. Their presence took away some small part of the sting at his son’s absence.


    He noticed that Naharn was shifting closer and closer through the night, staring at him, fascinated apparently by his strangeness. His size, his eyes, his wavy hair, must all be so different to Naharn.


    Darcel counted the curiosity no more than that. He knew better than to draw attention to him; he would have been gone in a flash. He seemed more skittish than distrusting, but Darcel wanted the boy to become at ease with him before he made any gestures.


    He and Harlech left only after the younger children were urged off to bed. Grataia actually hugged him, cupping his cheek for a moment with obvious affection.


    “Come visit with us, whenever you can. I would love to hear of your adventures. Harlech says you have many and are a brave, good man.”


    Darcel blushed like a child, leaning into her touch for a bare moment before forcing himself away. He felt like a child in her presence, so wise and strong. To visit with her would be no hardship, and her welcome made him feel settled in a way he had not yet encountered. His fear of being different, of being judged for it, had calmed somewhat by the time they walked back to Harlech’s-their—rooms.


    Harlech drew him down upon the large couch that lay before the fireplace, laughing when Darcel landed with an undignified squawk upon his lap. “You have met my treasures, my children. What do you think of them?” His tone was all casual mirth, but beneath the humor, Darcel could sense worry greater than he would show.


    Darcel ceased his struggles and his outrage and turned on his lap to face him. He raised a hand, greatly daring, he thought, and stroked Harlech’s cheek, staring into those dark eyes. “I think you are incredibly fortunate. They are beautiful and know nothing but love.”


    Harlech gathered him close, sheltering him against his broad frame. Darcel felt enclosed, protected, in a fashion he had never known, and certainly never realized he craved.


    “You have a child.” Harlech’s tone held surety, a calm invitation to speak of the matter if Darcel so chose. The respect in his manner, so long absent from any of Darcel’s dealings with others, made warmth rise in his soul and tears prickle at the corners of his eyes as he laid his head against that massive chest.


    “I do not know if he is mine.” The words, spoken out loud, made his breath hitch with pain. “My wife—I thought she loved me, thought the child was mine, but now…” His voice cracked and fell to a whisper. “I do not know.”


    Harlech raised one hand and stroked back his hair, laying a kiss upon his forehead as though Darcel were no older than Naharn. Harlech remained silent, waiting, so completely unjudgmental, so Uldan.


    Darcel drew a shuddering breath, wanting Harlech to know about Taigon, about Caslendra, about all his blundering mistakes, needing to tell him what kind of man he was harboring when he intended to keep him. Darcel was not the man Harlech thought he was and never could be.


    “I loved her. Caslendra.” The wistful longing in his tone made Harlech’s fingers pause in their stroking, but then he resumed.


    “I thought there was love from her. It seemed so real. We had a son, Taigon. He would be…” He allowed himself to remember, to think about the years that had passed. “Good gods, he would be almost six now.” He had no way of envisioning how much he would have changed, what he would look like now. He had been only two when Darcel left and the ensuing years had irreparably blurred his visage. If Darcel had the fortune to meet him, he doubted he would even recognize him. Nor would Taigon know him.


    A sob rose in his throat, one he could not restrain. Strong arms held him closer, and he gave way utterly, grief wracking him, mind and body both.


    


    * * *


    


    “I have no education, no skills beyond thievery. You cannot look to me to be this man your seer predicted.”


    His little thief was continuing on his quest to discredit himself. Harlech nodded at appropriate moments, saying nothing, letting his consort wear himself out and spew the mental bile that he had been so well taught.


    Darcel saw nothing good in himself, that much was evident. Harlech saw much more. Darcel was quick witted, brave beyond his comprehension, and intelligent in his perception of his surroundings and what needed to be done.


    Harlech was proud of his consort and held no doubts as to the veracity of the seer’s claim. Darcel was the one who would see them through to the far mountains. That was that.


    In the meantime, his little thief would have to begin to heal his mind from the experiences of his past, now that his body was mostly recovered. Darcel had a new start here, and judging by his complaining, he was actually beginning to settle in, to realize he had a place—and a voice. He smiled quietly to himself as he listened to his consort rant, hands flailing about as he sought to make his point.


    Cute.


    “Are you listening to me?” The annoyed tone brought Harlech out of his musings.


    “Of course I am, dear one. When you actually say something with truth to it, I am sure I will comment.”


    Darcel glared at him, and the corner of Harlech’s lips twitched as he sat back. So fierce, his little snow tiger, his tasdain. He certainly growled like one.


    “I am trying to make you see sense, before you put me, and you, and your people, in a position where your faith in me will fail.”


    Harlech shook his head. “Won’t happen.” It was sweet how Darcel tried to protect him.


    A loud curse and hands flung above Darcel’s head seemed to indicate he did not agree.


    Harlech turned his attention back to his breakfast while keeping one eye on his fuming consort. At last Darcel slumped back into his chair, staring morosely at him.


    “You are a fool,” he announced as though this were something new in his mind.


    Harlech nodded, and his little consort groaned, pushing his plate aside to bang his head upon the table with slow, sullen thumps.


    Harlech chewed slowly, raising a brow as he watched. These southerners were wildly dramatic.


    For now though, his consort’s health was his first concern. Darcel was healing, mentally and physically, his heart opening to his new people. Harlech could not have been more pleased with how things were going. The goddess had been correct in her choice, as always. Leadership was a thing of loneliness, isolation, unless one had a proper partner. That such a partner would come from Rais was a surprise, but one did not question the goddess and her ways.


    Darcel was perfect. Harlech just had to convince him of that fact. Once they reached the far mountains and began a new life for their people, he would have all the time in the world.


    


    


    Darcel was consort to a mad man. He had known that from the beginning, but he’d hoped that somehow, someway, he had mistaken the matter and Harlech was more than he appeared. He had seemed such a frightening figure when he had been in his possession before, but now…


    Now, upon knowing him better, Darcel could see he was a complete lunatic.


    Harlech’s utter faith in him was terrifying at best. Nothing Darcel said made an impression upon him. No listing of his failings and his lack of worth seemed to penetrate his thick skull, and it left Darcel exhausted and worn.


    It also made him wonder.


    What if?


    Mad he might be, but Harlech was no fool. What if he knew something Darcel did not? What if he was right?


    What if Darcel had been meant to come here? What if he truly was the one they spoke of? Should he not be ceasing his useless ranting and beginning to rake up a plan? Spring was coming, and that would be the time to move. Otherwise they would have to wait an entire year to attempt such a thing again.


    A shortage of food made such a trip risky, and surely it would take more than a few weeks to prepare a way to move an entire people? The Uldan were able to move at a moment’s notice. Their entire way of life revolved around such a thing. But this was no mere changing of pasture for livestock. This was leaving their entire land behind to risk their lives over the desert and into a new, unpredictable world.


    The logistics would be terrifying. The responsibility was beyond intimidating. Yet everything seemed to be pushing him forward.


    He eyed Harlech’s calm face. He would never back down from his certainty that it was Darcel’s job to lead them.


    Perhaps the time to fight had ended and the time had come for him to get to work. If this was real, if he was the one, then their bloody goddess had better guide him swiftly, with the understanding that he l was not yet fluent in Uldan and was thick as a post.


    


    * * *


    


    With the time constraints in mind, Darcel dragged Harlech with him into planning the exodus itself. He still did not have the faintest idea how or when this move could be achieved, but surely it was not a waste of time to plan the basics.


    He did not want others involved yet, for it seemed the height of cruelty to give them hope and then to dash it if he could not find a way to achieve this.


    Harlech told him it was common for the high king to ask for information as to population and livestock numbers, along with food stocks and weaponry. He showed him the last numerical reckonings, and Darcel worked off of those until they could get more recent estimates. He assumed that the present amount of food would be much lower.


    An urgency began to ride him as he reviewed the estimates. He had known things were grim, but to see it laid starkly before him, in cold, clear numbers, made his heart sink. There would be no choice. They would have to make a move in the spring, or face starvation by the fall.


    He glanced at Harlech, chilled by the realization there was no other path, reading the grim expression that said that the new tasan-un had known all along.


    Harlech simply reached out and pulled him to him, held him close against his hard chest. Darcel felt tears rise from the embrace, from the care Harlech showed him. It was evident that he had known the facts all too well, yet he had not pressured him, had not tried to bully him into acting. He had allowed him to discover the truth for himself.


    Darcel took a deep breath of his scent, finding it comforting in a way he would never have imagined a short time ago. Darcel thought, perhaps, that was the moment that he truly saw Harlech. He drew back a bit, and stared up into that dark face, reaching up to draw his fingers along the square jaw. It was the first time he had actually reached out to Harlech in such a manner, to show affection.


    Harlech smiled, a slow tilting of his lips, and his beautiful eyes grew soft and warm. Then he leaned down to offer Darcel a kiss.


    Darcel hummed with appreciation, willing to be distracted in such a pleasant manner, twining his tongue with Harlech’s. He felt so different, more an equal than some piece of fluff wanted only for sex.


    The word “consort” had grated on him somewhat, but he was beginning to understand what it meant. It was becoming more and more clear to him that Uldan offered him a future in a way that Rais never had.


    Harlech tasted divine, and Darcel slid his arm around his neck, drawing him closer yet, deepening the kiss. The Uldan picked him up effortlessly, and Darcel grudgingly had to admit that his strength was attractive. He had never realized that some part of him longed to be safe, to be held by someone so much larger and stronger than he would ever be. Someone who he trusted enough not to hurt him, so that he could give over control, let them take the reins for a while.


    He just wanted to stop thinking altogether. He was tired of attempting to shield himself. His near brush with death and the embrace of the demon had wakened something, something wild and uncaring. He wanted to live, wanted to feel a caring touch after so long deprived.


    Darcel smiled against Harlech’s mouth, then dropped to his knees upon the thick wool carpet and stared up at that handsome face for a lingering moment. He turned his attention to unlacing the bigger man’s breeches, pushing them down his hips with impatient haste.


    Harlech raised his hips to allow their removal, then settled back, staring down at Darcel with heat in his eyes, one eyebrow raised. Darcel had never done such a thing willingly to another in his life, and yet, here and now, he wanted it completely, with a burning intensity.


    He pulled Harlech’s shaft free of its confinement. So beautiful, large and thick, dusky in color with a plum colored head. It was hardening under his touch even as Darcel watched, licking his lips.


    Long fingers carded into his hair, gentle, not guiding, not demanding, just linking them.


    Inexplicably, tears rose in his eyes, and he gritted his teeth, willing them away. He had a treat before him, and he would not allow the past to interfere.


    His hand enclosed the hot length, and he hummed at the feel of it, such soft and tender skin enclosing such rigid flesh. His tongue darted out, unable to resist such bounty, and he licked up the underside, moaning at the flavor. He had done this on the streets to earn a coin or two, to survive, but never had he felt such desire, such want. It was new and fresh, and he wanted to savor every moment.


    Harlech made a small sound deep in his throat, and Darcel looked up as he licked delicately, feeling a shudder of need roll through his body at the sound. Harlech was very stoic when he had sex, usually completely soundless, perhaps uttering a faint gasp when he came. For him to vocalize now was a measure of reaction that made Darcel’s own shaft hard as a rock within seconds.


    Harlech’s eyes were closed, his head slightly lowered, dark lashes fanned across his cheeks. Darcel could hear his breathing shift each time he moved his tongue and he was fascinated. At this moment, he held the high king literally in the palm of his hand, and the man was giving up control.


    Sweet heavens but this was beyond arousing…


    His own cock pulsed with need, and Darcel dared not touch it, afraid he would come from merely watching his lover. He lowered his gaze, trying to control himself, turning his attention back to the shaft that pulsed in his hand. The taste…musky and yet with an underlying sweetness that made his hunger rise. He rose higher on his knees and guided the tip between his lips, letting his tongue explore beneath the ridge of the spongy head.


    Darcel felt Harlech shudder, unable to conceal his reaction, and he moaned in return, thrusting his hips ever so slightly to feel the friction of his breeches against his cock.


    A new flavor burst across his tongue and he sought it eagerly, lapping at the tip and then dipping delicately into the slit to seek more. When he closed his lips around the area, sucking gently, he felt Harlech waver, then steady himself.


    He chanced a look up his cock jumped in response. Harlech’s eyes were blown wide, more pupil than color and he was alternating between panting softly and gritting his teeth.


    Beautiful.


    Darcel sucked again, watching Harlech come apart as one hand blindly reached for the wall to steady himself.


    Bobbing his head, Darcel encased him completely, swirling his tongue over the length before withdrawing utterly and blowing softly on the eager flesh.


    Harlech flinched, groaned, and Darcel saw the muscles in his thighs tremble as he sought control.


    Darcel was not going to give it to him.


    “Darcel,” Harlech whispered, voice raw and low. The fact he spoke his name in the depths of his lust was a potent aphrodisiac, making Darcel’s own shaft twitch. He wanted to touch himself, follow the pleasure that desperately wanted release, but he could not take his hands from his lover. Even as he sucked, he was tracing those powerful thighs, roaming to stroke his buttocks, lush and full. When Darcel at last cradled the heavy testicles, weighing them in his palm before gently pulling on the sac, Harlech began to shake uncontrollably, and with a low cry, came in his mouth. Darcel swallowed the copious amount, humming at the taste, at the action of taking Harlech’s very essence within his own body. The taste, the sound of his voice and the sight of him, so very debauched, made his own heat rise uncontrollably, and he released the shaft, tilting his head back, groaning with the tense surety of need that held him poised on the brink, stealing his breath.


    Darcel let out a keening cry that hardly seemed his own, muffled suddenly by Harlech’s lips as he swiftly knelt before him, drinking the sound from his mouth as though he wanted to possess even that.


    Darcel’s hips jerked, hard, and then he folded against his Uldan, trusting him to hold him as the blissful release washed over him, leaving him limp and trembling against his larger body.


    Arms enfolded him and he felt so secure and safe within his embrace that he buried his face against Harlech’s shoulder, not wanting him to see the tears. He had never experienced such a sense of peace.


    It was like finally finding home.


    


    * * *


    


    Darcel composed a message to the royalty of Rais, choosing each word for maximum impact. This had to make a powerful impression, both as a threat and a way out that would see both sides satisfied.


    Knowing Alasar’s father, and Alasar himself, Darcel chose his words carefully. The king and crown prince were arrogant enough to ignore anything that was not thoroughly forceful, and foolish enough to put pride before the safety of their people.


    This had to be delicate in balance.


    He had written over twenty drafts and then picked through each one, choosing and discarding sentences. He read them aloud to Harlech, who was patient with him, even when Darcel grew frustrated with his lack of schooling.


    “Would larger words make them listen with more intelligence?” Harlech asked him with that infernal eyebrow making his skepticism plain. “It seems to me that the simpler the better. Flowery prose will not make this matter any easier.”


    “They are already contemptuous of Uldan. I would not add anything to that belief.”


    Harlech shrugged. “Does it matter what they believe? You cannot change their way of thinking, we can only work around it, use it against them. Their contempt has no meaning to me.” He reached out to stroke Darcel’s cheek, tuck back a truant strand of his hair. “Do not let them have power over you. Their words can only give you harm if you allow it.”


    Darcel growled at him, frustrated. “They believe that you are little more than savages…”


    That eyebrow arched higher. “And does that make it true? You are giving them power through your belief, not through the truth of the matter. See them clearly, Darcel, and break the bonds that hold you to them.”


    Darcel glared. “There are no bonds. After what Alasar did…”


    Harlech shook his head. “Those links remain still. Your anger, your hurt, they hold you to him. One day, you will see those links clearly and let them go, but for now, the pain is too fresh, too strong.”


    “I feel nothing for him. Not a damned thing.” Darcel turned away from the knowing look, folding his arms over his chest.


    Harlech gave no answer, but his silence was potent enough to let him know where his thoughts lay.


    Darcel huffed, forcing his attention back on the matter at hand. “Read this. I need your opinion. I have gone over this so many times I have lost perspective.” He thrust the vellum at him, marked and marred with scrapes from where he had changed words multiple times.


    Harlech squinted at it, his lips quirking with amusement, trying to get his temper up even further. Darcel snorted at him and turned back to the window, folding his arms, nerves tightening. So much was riding on this single missive.


    The silence lengthened. Darcel’s fingers dug cruelly into his bicep. He was tired, having stayed up half the night before working on this very thing, and he was beginning to think he was the fool to even attempt parley with his former countrymen.


    Harlech slapped his own thigh, making Darcel jump and whirl.


    “Perfect,” he announced, rising to cross the room to Darcel’s side, sweeping him up into an unbreakable hug. “Well done, my little man.”


    Darcel tried to swat at him, but Harlech kissed him, stole his breath for any sort of retaliation, and by the time he set him down, any rational thought had been completely waylaid.


    He could barely muster up a frown, much less a scowl.


    “I will get Antilian to write it up. He has a good steady hand and his letters are beautiful.”


    “It is my responsibility,” Darcel gritted out, then squawked as he was swung up over his lover’s shoulder.


    The thwack as Harlech’s hand met his posterior and his resulting yelp were loud as they left the room, and Darcel heard a couple of snickers from the guards. He tried to twist his head enough to identify them, but by then they had turned the corner.


    He braced himself against the broad back and tried to wiggle free, a useless endeavor if ever there was one. “I need to see this done.” His tone was more plaintive than he liked.


    “You have done it. Now leave the easy part to someone else. Sleep. I will see to having the message delivered, and you are not to worry on the matter any further. It is out of your hands.”


    “But…” Darcel sagged against the wide shoulder, realizing that the relief he felt at Harlech’s words was overwhelming. He had not realized how much this had been wearing upon him. His lover was right. He had to let it go. There was nothing to be done until the message was sent and a reply received.


    Darcel sighed and gave himself over to Harlech’s care, unable to restrain the small smile at his barbaric and utterly sweet actions. Harlech would take care of him, despite any effort otherwise on his part.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    


    The waiting was the hardest part. Harlech kept him busy, everything from continuing to plan the exodus of their people, to forming a relationship with his children.


    On this particular day, Darcel was laying upon his back, contemplating the clouds above. That one definitely looked like a turtle.


    Naharn, Harlech’s oldest son, came to peer down at him, a certain amount of apology in his expression. “I am sorry, Adhim-du. I should not have…”


    Darcel waved a dismissive hand before letting it fall to the grass in limp exhaustion. “No. No, it’s fine. I just need to catch my breath. If your adhim is laughing at me, I swear I will have his balls.”


    Naharn choked a little, glancing over his shoulder to where, no doubt, Harlech was laughing his ass off.


    Darcel sighed, too worn to even work up a good snit at the thought. Being humiliated was hard work. This was the fourth time he had ended up in precisely this position, the ground having had the exactly the same breath-stealing impact each time.


    The world was starting to look pretty good from down here. Maybe it was best if he just stayed down.


    Naharn sank down at his side with enviable poise, his breath hardly faster than normal. Darcel could almost hate the boy for that, if he had the energy.


    “That cloud looks like a horse, rearing.” Darcel gestured with his chin.


    Naharn squinted up at the sky, tilting his head. “No. Not even slightly.” He turned back and peered down at Darcel closely, frowning. “Did that hit on the head…”


    “No,” Darcel growled weakly. “It did not, thank you.”


    Naharn nodded, relaxing back on his hands, face to the sun.


    Their little bouts of sword practice were becoming the bane of Darcel’s existence. He was a grown man, for the gods’ sake, yet this boy was running rings around him at fourteen.


    Harlech had tried to console him with the fact that Darcel had never been trained as a child in sword work, but it did not comfort his pride. Neither did the fact that Naharn was now ever so slightly taller than he was. Only a hair. Not much at all.


    But taller.


    Of all the people that Darcel could have ended up with, why did it have to be giants?


    Able to breathe again, he glanced at Naharn with grim determination.


    “All right, then. Round eight?”


    


    * * *


    


    “By the gods, I pray there are hot springs in the new land.” Darcel groaned as he eased his battered body into the steaming waters. He settled cautiously, flinching from this bruise and that pulled muscle before finally finding a position that was not utterly painful.


    Harlech hummed, his head back against the rock edge, already blissfully torpid.


    Darcel let his thoughts drift, and a peaceful, companionable silence fell over them. Only the faint sigh of the wind along the cliff face above them disturbed the steam rising in the chill air.


    Harlech cracked one eye open at last. “What do you know of the Eastern Mountains, of where we are going?”


    “There are moderate grass lands that lie between the desert and the mountains. It is far from any inhabitation of Rais, although I cannot understand why they would not want the pasture.”


    “Too cold.”


    Darcel huffed a laugh at that consideration, still with his eyes closed.


    Harlech continued. “That is not our goal, though. There would not be enough lands for more than a season or two there. Our seer said our new home lies beyond the first range of mountains.”


    Darcel blinked, then sat up to face him, disbelieving. “There are no passes through the south ridges. To base our entire trek on a vision? What if we get there and find nothing? The people will be no better off and we will be trapped between Rais and the mountains with nowhere to go.”


    Harlech turned his head, opening one eye and meeting his worried expression with no concern in his.


    “We will settle in the grasslands until we find the pass, and then once we discover our home, we will move everyone on.”


    “What if…the vision is wrong?” Darcel held no particular beliefs of his own, but he certainly did not want to insult his lover’s faith in their seer.


    Harlech reached out and drew him to him, settling him on his lap despite his halfhearted protests.


    “The goddess knows what we do not. We just need to listen and act upon her advice.”


    Darcel growled, curling against him. “The gods have never seemed to know what they were doing in my case. Why should I trust them?”


    “They brought you to me, did they not?”


    Darcel laid his head against his chest, considering.


    He did have a point.


    


    * * *


    


    They walked down the corridor, stopping to talk with various people as they went. It was always like this now. As many grew more comfortable with Darcel’s presence, they would draw close during their walks, bring up concerns or even just enjoy their presence. It was new to Darcel, and it took getting used to, but he soon found pleasure in the thought that people sought his opinions and listened in a way they’d never done in Rais.


    And Darcel gained greater appreciation for Harlech’s love and care for him too. He might not understand what Harlech saw in him, but in the end, that did not matter. Harlech saw what he saw despite Darcel’s disbelief.


    It created a greater pressure to be what Harlech needed. A partner, a solace, a friend. Harlech was very alone. He had friends, but even there, there was a strange distance, as though he did not feel he could completely open to them, be himself—a man with humor and compassion, a love boundless enough to encompass all his people, his children, his wives, and a stray he had accepted without compromise.


    He deserved all Darcel could give him and more. The messenger had still not returned from the border and Darcel fretted on it. All they could offer the Raisians was a surcease of the conflict in return for letting them have safe passage through their lands. Knowing their arrogance and greed, he doubted that was going to be enough.


    But what else did Uldan have to offer? Horses and cattle were the most precious resource the Uldan possessed. Thinned out by the drought, what was left was the core of the future herds. Not enough to trade with. Not to mention that the animals were hardened to the cold, unlikely to survive in desert climes.


    There was little enough grain, even for their own people.


    What could Uldan possibly offer?


    Harlech and Darcel had gone over every inventory of every part of the country. It was all pathetically meager.


    Maybe Darcel could sell them on the hot springs?


    His lips twisted as he grasped at straws. He had so many reasons that this might not work at all, trapping them all here, to slowly die.


    Harlech turned from those he was speaking to, as though he sensed Darcel’s fell thoughts, taking his hand and leading him toward their goal, his children.


    They were a welcome respite from the troubles they faced, and he enjoyed their frequent visits. But today he could not settle, could not turn his attention aside from what they faced.


    Grataia and Raya left them alone, pleased to get outside and go for a ride. Harlech and the children were seated on the floor, intent on some sort of game that involved dice and different colored stones upon a board.


    Darcel watched them for a moment, smiling at the twins who had inveigled their way onto their father’s lap. Their fragility against his strength moved something in Darcel’s heart.


    Naharn began to wrestle with his younger brother, and moments later the board was the victim of a squirming kick that sent the pieces flying.


    There were cries of annoyance from the girls and laughter from Harlech.


    A piece rolled toward Darcel, settling against the edge of his boot. He reached down and picked it up as the children began to search for all the scattered pieces.


    He hefted the stone in his hand. The light from the window turned it to breathtaking red.


    He froze, stunned. It could not be…


    He turned it over in trembling fingers. He had only ever seen one such stone, set into a hereditary ring that Alasar wore proudly. They were rare and utterly priceless.


    A ruby.


    He looked up, blinking, watching as the children gathered up the rest of the stones, half of them matching the one he held.


    Raw, glorious rubies.


    He rose on shaking legs, crossing to the game and watching as they set up the board anew with much laughter and teasing.


    The stone he held was the size of his thumbnail, but there were others, larger by far than the stone in Alasar’s ring…


    “Harlech…” His voice was hoarse and made his lover look up with concern. “Those red stones. Where did you get them?”


    Harlech looked down at one in his palm with confusion. “From an old quarry, where we used to mine our metals. The miners found a few small deposits and thought them a novelty. I had them bring all they could find.”


    Darcel clutched the ruby tightly, feeling it bite into his palm. “Are there more?”


    “I have a few small buckets of them here, in one of the storage rooms. I thought they might be good for something, but we have not found a particular use for them. The children like them.”


    Darcel stared at him in disbelief, then looked up to the heavens.


    Perhaps the gods knew what they were doing after all.


    


    * * *


    


    Harlech rolled a ruby in his palm, then held it up to the light, squinting at it dubiously.


    “Rais will want these? They are just stones. Pretty stones to be sure, but just stones.”


    Darcel paced the room, feverish with his discovery and the realization that they now had a bargaining chip. A huge, powerful advantage. He could almost see the look on Alasar’s face when he saw what Uldan could offer.


    “They are intensely valuable.” There was no use even trying to explain the reason. The Uldan loved gold, but they had no use for gems, strange though that seemed to him. Gold was relatively light and carried in jewelry and weapons embellishments. Their saddles, bridles, and horse blankets often were decorated with incredible complexity. Darcel had never seen a piece set with gems, so he had assumed they had none.


    How very wrong he had been.


    On the table were six small buckets of raw rubies, some larger than his fist, some small and delicate. Ranging in color from bloodred to dark pink, most were in perfect crystalline form, already intensely beautiful before even being cut.


    Darcel held the largest of them, heavy in his hand, weighing several pounds. Its deep red was addictive, and he understood why these stones induced gem lust in so many people. They were like a siren call. To all but the Uldan, which was one of the strangest things about this new discovery.


    The stone he held was probably worth more than Rais itself. If they could use the least of the stones to bargain with, then in the future, they would have enough to trade with, so that their people would never have to go without, no matter what they faced in the new lands.


    Here was the answer to everything.


    It was hard to believe. He kept caressing the ruby, hefting its weight, trying to believe in its presence.


    He whirled on his heel at a sudden thought.


    “Are there more? This quarry you speak of, have they found other stones like these?”

    
    “This was all they found.”


    Darcel sucked in a deep breath. “Please. Send people to look. Not just for these, but any other stone that seems similar. Especially blue or green with the same transparency.”


    “We cannot. The mine collapsed years ago. If there were any more, there would be no way to get to them now.”


    “So you have all the stones that will ever be found. That makes them even more valuable.” He fought down the excitement. They had rubies. They were real, solid and in their grasp. And a finite supply, to increase demand.


    Harlech snagged him as he paced past, pulling him into his body and wrapping his arms securely around him, frowning at his trembling. He let the ruby in his fingers slide down onto the desk with a clatter, focusing instead on Darcel. “I cannot say I understand, but this is what our seer foretold. She said you would find a way for us to reach the new lands, and so you have.”


    Darcel leaned against him, soaking up his calm confidence, carefully setting the ruby down upon the table to join the others so that he could have his hands free to stroke over Harlech’s warm chest.


    Looking into his lover’s face, he saw the complete belief in him. Never had anyone trusted him to this extent, had such confidence in his abilities. It made him want to be better, to prove him right. Harlech had given him so much, with so little in return.


    Darcel would give him all he could. In some fashion, if the gods aided him as they had so far, he would prove himself a worthy consort.


    


    * * *


    


    The messenger finally returned with two Raisian ambassadors in tow. Darcel and Harlech met them in the great hall, Harlech imposing upon his throne, his relaxed demeanor a threat all of its own.


    They seemed surprised at Darcel’s presence. Greatly surprised. Shocked even.


    So Harlech’s suppositions were true then. He had told Darcel that Alasar had sold him to Uldan as a means of ridding himself of an inconvenience, a link to the past that he had no wish to revisit. Not to mention gaining a great deal of gold that Harlech had offered in exchange.


    Alasar had thought Darcel would be executed for the murder of the former Tasan-un.


    Darcel stared at his fellow countrymen with grim resignation. The pain pulsed through him, making his fingers clench upon the arm of the throne. He had not believed Harlech’s words. Now, when he saw their surprise, the truth felt like a sword through his heart.


    Fool that he was, he had obviously harbored some residual feeling for Alasar, some sliver of friendship and love that would not believe he could be so cold, so without feeling for all they had shared. Lying with every word he uttered as he had “saved” him from his prison, from the arms of death itself. Had he been convincing Darcel or himself?


    The man he had loved with such loyalty had only ever been a figment of his imagination, a veil over the real man.


    Harlech laid a hand over Darcel’s, and his mind cleared, the pain receded.


    “We give you greetings.” The steadiness of Darcel’s voice came as somewhat of a shock. “We hope that your arrival is a sign of hope, that this needless and futile war will come to an end.”


    The older ambassador, someone Darcel remembered from his time at the palace, gave the faintest of sneers, his opinion on the matter quite clear. “I have been sent to inform you, quite clearly, that there will be no peace between our peoples until the day Uldan lays down arms and surrenders. Nothing else will be acceptable to our king, and to our people. His Majesty wanted this made very, very clear. He has utterly no pity for your people, and it is not our concern if drought has brought about starvation.”


    Darcel sat motionless, watching the man, feeling rage pool in his stomach, but he had long ago learned how to disguise his feelings from those who would harm him. Rising to his feet, he walked down the two steps to the floor of the hall, then strode up into the ambassador’s personal space, staring into his eyes. They were of equal height, and Darcel was far more fit, the ambassador’s girth suggesting a lavish lifestyle of excess.


    The man blinked at his presumption, narrowing his eyes, then froze as Darcel stepped past him, circling close behind, just out of his sight.


    “So you come into our lands and presume to give us such unwelcome news? The high king does not like those of Rais. Shall I translate for him what message you bear?”


    The ambassador glanced at the throne, eyes widening as he beheld Harlech drawing a large knife and casually cleaning his nails with the massive glinting blade, every inch the barbarian king. Dark eyes looked up, and a feral smile tilted those familiar lips.


    “Do you remember the tales of the Uldan barbarians told to us all these years? How they drink blood and sacrifice children?” Darcel whispered softly, lip curling as the ambassador jerked to face him, paling. “Perhaps you should hear the one where they send the bearer of bad news back in pieces. Your king really should have warned you. Perhaps he does not value you as much as you might assume.”


    Fear flashed through the ambassador’s eyes as he began to realize his position. Darcel smiled at his reaction, anger thrumming through his veins. His glance slid to the second man, who had stood silent throughout this encounter.


    More intelligent, or simply an underling of the first?


    He was younger, tall and slim, watching Darcel with wariness but no particular hatred, without the rabid racial prejudice that so characterized the older man. This one he could work with.


    Darcel approached him, ignoring the enraged sputtering of the first man.


    Giving this younger man a scrap more respect, Darcel was not so confrontational, meeting him eye to eye, but not pushing. After a moment, the younger man nodded, a faint bow of his head.


    “What is your name?” Darcel asked.


    “Eldan, my lord.”


    Darcel smiled and turned to Harlech. “We will deal with this one, my king.”


    


    * * *


    


    Eldan stared at the small ruby with clear fascination, but without any sign of true greed. It was evident that he realized the stone’s significance, and that this would change matters, but he was far too professional to give away his thoughts.


    “If you can convince your king that this will be worth his while, you will be known as the one who negotiated the truce between Uldan and Rais and ended the war.” Darcel’s tone was matter of fact.


    Harlech watched them both with eagle eyes, then grunted something in Uldan that made Darcel raise his brows and smile. He could not completely translate his sentence, yet, but he got the gist of it.


    “We will hold your fellow ambassador until your return. He has insulted our tasan-un. If you do not return, his fate will not be kind.”


    Eldan looked up, protest forming on his lips, before he swallowed his words and slowly nodded. “I will speak to my king.” His lips tilted into a small, wry smile as he rolled the ruby in his palm. “I think he will listen now.” He looked at Darcel, his light brown eyes honest. “It would be the greatest of honors to end this conflict. Too many have suffered for it, on both sides.”


    Darcel reached out to shake his hand, smiling. This was a man worth respecting.


    They sent him off with his message, and this time, the response from Rais was much more swift. Only two weeks later, Eldan was back, exhausted and worn, but with a glint in his eye that promised good things.


    He bowed to them both with respect. “My king, being generous, and now realizing the true extent of your plight, offers to allow you to cross his lands after the spring floods recede and he can spare the men to escort you to your new home. In return, he asks for no more than ten of your rubies. This is more than fair.”


    Darcel raised a brow, but knew that Eldan was reciting, word for word, what he had been told.


    Ten rubies of that small size would rebuild the capital city, but at this point, playing the part of ignorance in their value would serve Uldan better. When they reached their home, Darcel would bargain with more vigor, but for now, he wanted Rais to feel that they had won, that they had made a wildly profitable bargain.


    Harlech spoke and Darcel translated. “We agree to your king’s terms. We will give you five of the stones when we meet you at the border upon the start of our exodus. The other five will only be given when we reach our new border safely. Surety of peace between us, you understand.”


    Eldan nodded, a hint of relief in his expression. His reaction told Darcel that had they given all of the promised rubies, there would have been no reaching their new home. It also told him that while Eldan, in his position, had been unable to tell them such a thing, his opinion of his king’s tactics were clear. Darcel’s breath resumed, albeit haltingly. So much could go wrong, and knowing that Rais had no honor in its leadership made him realize that each step, each decision, would have to be made with extreme caution.


    He had found a way to get them there. Now they just had to do it.


    


    * * *


    


    It felt as though the weight of the world had lifted off Darcel’s shoulders.


    Now that their passage was negotiated, the older ambassador was sent back to Rais, and Eldan and his two assistants remained. They worked with Darcel and Harlech, providing maps to augment what Darcel had been able to tell them about the surrounding lands and discussing routes, water sources and future borders.


    It was a pleasure to work with Eldan, and it softened Darcel’s bitterness toward Rais. The royalty of Rais was only a few people, and to assume that everyone followed their actions and prejudice was only imitating their ignorance.


    In another time or place, Eldan and he could have been friends. His personal honor shone brightly, and it made a deadly situation, which could so easily have gone badly, transition smoothly into hope.


    Darcel wished he could believe that Rais’s king would see his ambassador as valuable. He trusted Eldan, but he could never trust his former king, and they both knew it.


    Eldan and his entourage left a few days later with the details worked out. All that was needed was the signature of the King of Rais.


    Harlech was not subtle in his praise. Darcel could not remember ever having someone display such pride in him. Somewhere, in some blackened part of his soul where love had withered into incomprehension and despair, he began to believe again. Not much, a flicker of flame from what had been cold, dead ash, but it warmed him, made him open to the words and deeds that Harlech lavished upon him.


    Darcel would never tell him. Gods knew Harlech’s ego needed no such bolstering, but it lightened his mood, his soul. Looking at him, watching him, made something inside Darcel begin to grow, frightening though such a concept was.


    He had been utterly betrayed before. This man had been his enemy. For the first time, the truth of a future between them, not just words, began to seep in, and he found that more terrifying than anything else.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER NINE


    


    Harlech sat motionless upon his sturdy white stallion, his people covering the barren hills. There was an eerie silence, only the wind moaning about them as though in lament at their departure.


    Darcel watched him, feeling his pain, knowing that his lover could not voice all he felt in that moment. He must be seen as strong, whole, without doubt in what lay ahead. The high king looked over his shoulder, his eyes sweeping over his people then beyond, back toward the mountains of Uldan, the snow covered slopes of his birthplace.


    Darcel saw his lips thin, only that, then he faced forward once more toward the Rais army that waited to escort them.


    Darcel’s fingers twitched with the need to touch him, comfort him, but there could be none of that here. Harlech glanced at him, as though he felt the power of his thoughts, and gave the faintest of smiles, acknowledging his presence before drawing a deep breath and urging his stallion onward. Darcel kneed his own mount, following close behind. Their Uldan warriors, strong and proud, sat waiting upon their horses. The wagons would pass between them and the warriors would encircle them, protecting them. The royal Uldan guards pressed close behind Harlech and Darcel, wary eyes fixed upon the Rais escort.


    There was no trust on either side.


    All that held them back from renewing the years-old conflict was a piece of paper and a few red stones.


    They passed over the border, and tension knotted Darcel’s shoulders. He could not take his eyes off the military of Rais. Harlech was here, vulnerable in a way he had not been within his own country. Behind them, well guarded but still evident, was the wagon carrying Harlech’s children and wives.


    To those of Rais, this must be wildly tempting. Their king’s greed for the rubies was doubtless all that held them back.


    If that same king ever learned that the Uldan carried so many more, a veritable fortune, he would attack them without mercy, truce be damned.


    Hopefully, the lure of the remaining five stones would be enough to hold him off until they reached their new lands.


    Darcel prayed for such an outcome with all his heart.


    Eldan was waiting, the sole welcoming face among seething hatred. Darcel passed him the aforementioned five rubies, watching the new ambassador tuck them carefully within his belt pouch. Eldan then reined his horse to ride at their side, a reminder to the military that the king’s orders had been clear.


    Those of Uldan were to be escorted, watched, but left alone as long as they did nothing untoward.


    The military escort was silent, watching them with cold eyes as the Uldan passed. The Uldan ignored them as best they could, but they were ready for any hostile movement, tense and on edge.


    Darcel only drew a complete breath once they had settled into position, some of the Rais soldiers in front and some behind on the narrow, twisting road. Harlech looked back often, checking on his people, and especially on the wagon with his children.


    It was a long and dusty day, but they made good time before they settled down for the evening. Darcel’s body felt stiff and sore from the riding, and he dismounted without grace, frowning at Harlech, who stood grinning at him.


    Harlech pulled Darcel to him with one arm, and used the other hand to stroke his cheek. He leaned down and kissed him thoroughly.


    When he pulled back, Darcel could only blink at him, his mind hardly functioning, all fear and worry driven away for precious moments. With an inarticulate sound, Darcel pulled him back down, unwilling to part.


    Harlech groaned as Darcel twined his tongue with his, the flavor of his mouth driving him a little wild. A powerful hand stroked down over his spine, only to clench over his buttocks with needy force. He half lifted Darcel from the ground, then gave a rumbling sigh as he set him back down.


    “I want you, my little consort, so damned much. But first, we have to get everyone settled.” He stroked a thumb over Darcel’s damp lips.


    Darcel came back to reality with a jarring thump. He had just kissed Harlech in plain view of the Raisian army. He had just showed what he was to the high king, and he could well imagine the crude comments.


    Harlech hissed under his breath, drawing Darcel’s attention back to him. “They are nothing to you. Remember that, Darcel. You are Uldan now, and that is a thing of pride. They do not matter. Once we reach our destination, you need never see anyone of Rais again, if you so wish.”


    Darcel nodded, taking a deep breath. He would not look in that direction, would not see the sneers and contempt. He had work to do.


    Harlech nodded at his determination, pride evident in his expression. They turned back into their people and began the task of seeing everyone settled.


    It would be a long time before they found sleep.


    


    * * *


    


    Those first few days were difficult beyond reckoning. A pall hung over their people. They looked with grief over their shoulders as their homeland faded away in the distance, as the mountains grew smaller, as the miles passed under creaking wagon wheels. The pain on their faces made Harlech grim, though he faced forward, keeping his own feelings well hidden. He, by example, must show them that the way was forward, that their hope for a future lay ahead.


    Darcel watched him, finding himself drawn to his strength, his determination. It was a revelation to see him like this, as a true leader in a time of crisis. He was so much more than Darcel had ever given him credit for.


    It was then, at a time that they could not express much of anything through exhaustion and duty, that Darcel thought his feelings began to morph into something - more. Something newborn and fragile, but strong for all that.


    They settled into a pattern of movement, making better time each day as they settled into a rhythm. Those of the Uldan had always been exceptional at moving entire encampments, following the herds as they grazed the lower lands in the spring and then as the snows melted, into the Highlands where the rich grasses only came in the summer months. That skill was now a life saving ability.


    Darcel watched as his adopted people suffered the intense heat in stoic silence, shedding their heavy clothes and struggling to find cooler layers. Most of the children grew darker yet and adapted more readily, sometimes running naked and free in the cool of the evening. The men and women went about in their characteristic summer dress, which revealed more than the Raisians were used to seeing, and they were not always respectful in their glances or their comments.


    The men stripped to the waist and wore lighter pants, and Darcel could not say he minded at all, quite enjoying the views to be had.


    Even those of Rais, whose cold presence dogged them day in, day out, could be seen measuring those heavy male muscles with a discerning eye, some with reluctant respect, still others with less military appreciation.


    Darcel smirked. They could look, but never touch.


    He had noticed that the hostility had gradually waned into something more neutral, more thoughtful. He could understand their confusion and reluctant fascination.


    The Uldan had been nothing Darcel had understood at first either. Those of Rais, taught as they were that the people of Uldan were little more than animals, with little of redemption in their behaviors or culture, would be as shocked as Darcel had been to discover a very different, complex people of honor and solidarity.


    As well, it was difficult to remain coldly distant, when you watched children at play, saw the similarity to the young of Rais.


    In the end, they were all people, and that kinship became evident over time, despite the war that had driven them to be enemies.


    Of them all, the women shocked those of Rais perhaps the most of all.


    When travelling, they wore pants as the men did and now, in the heat, wore sleeveless tunics of very light wool, almost transparent when the sun was in the right places.


    They were practical, strong willed and physically powerful, in direct contrast with the women of Rais, and it fascinated the Rais men. It made Darcel uncomfortable to hear remarks, jokes capped with flashing leers. The disrespect, thinly covered by the inability of the women to understand the words, made him seethe and more than once, Harlech himself had to lay a hand upon him, draw him back from actions that would have endangered the veneer of truce.


    Eldan, who travelled with them daily, often apologized and more than once, had spoken to the Rais commanders. Each time, the mockery and lust driven behavior would cease for the next day, and then begin all over again.


    Darcel could not wait to end this journey and see the end of his former countrymen. Eldan, he would miss. His gentle humor and good will made him welcome company, and even Harlech, withdrawn and with no love of Rais, could not help but soften toward him.


    Darcel was grateful for Eldan’s distraction of Harlech, who had so much upon his shoulders, not the least of which was keeping his own men obeying the truce.


    The men of Uldan had not missed the disrespect to either their leader or their women. Their silent, watchful stares, cold and hard, made Darcel uneasy.


    Darcel had to admit though, that there were those of the escort who were more open-minded. He had seen some of them smile at the antics of the children, nod to the women with respect rather than lust. He had to remember not to be as prejudiced as the fools were.


    They carried water with them in great barrels that dwarfed the wagons they resided in. Precious, precious water that kept them alive, kept the herds watered. Darcel worried that they had not estimated their need closely enough, that they would go through too much, too fast, and be left parched and dying before they made it through the stark desert.


    Eldan tried to reassure them, pointing out that there were two oases on the way, but Harlech and Darcel’s trust was thin. Their people were in a foreign land, without knowledge of what lay ahead. Pleasant though Eldan was, he was still of Rais.


    The worries consumed Darcel, and yet, he was home in a way he had so long been denied and it was hard to hide his pleasure at the heat, at the joy of the limitless horizon, the beauty of the ever-shifting sands. The heat was not an enemy, but an old companion, respected, a close part of everything around him.


    He felt…complete.


    


    


    Harlech watched Darcel morph into a new man. His little tiger was so happy here, so in tune with the elements. He lit up in a way Harlech had never seen in Uldan, a lightness in his expression, in his posture. He was a man of the sands.


    And Harlech was taking him from them, forever.


    The worry and despair became clear as they rode on. Was his little consort changing his mind, realizing that being parted from his country of birth was too high a price to pay?


    After all, the beginning of their relationship had been nothing but coercion and force. Was that realization making Darcel rethink the future? Harlech held him each night, made love to him with gentleness, hoping, praying that every touch conveyed his feelings, his everlasting commitment to what they could have. In the end, would his love be worth more than the comfort of home for Darcel?


    He prayed to any god or goddess who might be listening. Please let his little consort learn to love him and wish to stay with him.


    


    * * *


    


    Two months.


    Two months it had taken to move thousands of people across the vast expanse of merciless desert. Two months of worry and strain and tension.


    Darcel stood at Eldan’s side watching Harlech’s joy, the look of relief upon his face, his shoulders rising as though a great weight had been lifted from them. His eyes were brighter than Darcel had ever seen as he began the long task of seeing to each wagon as it reached the encampment site.


    Usually Darcel would be with him, but tonight, it was enough to stand and watch. He glanced up at the mountains ahead, their snowy peaks aglow in the late day sun. This was the last night with the Rais army at their backs. Tomorrow was the beginning of their new life in their new land.


    From here, he could see the green on the lower slopes. Grazing land for the herds. Where there was green, there could not help but be water. Perhaps lakes. They would likely remain nomads for the first years, but after that…


    He had visions of a town, a city, buildings, permanency of a type he longed for. No doubt they would follow the herds during the summer, but at least for the cold months, they would be safe and warm within solid walls.


    Eldan’s expression held a certain wistfulness as he looked at the rocky foothills they would have to traverse to reach their goal. “You are brave, all of you, to face such uncertainty. I almost envy you the adventure.” He smiled a little, turned to face Darcel. “You are fortunate in your new family. If there is anything I have learned from this time with you, it is that those of Uldan are honorable, in a way I would never have imagined.”


    Darcel grinned, proud of his adopted people. He clapped Eldan upon the shoulder. “When you get tired of the nonsense of the court, come visit. I would be glad to see you.”


    Eldan’s surprise made him laugh. “You have reminded me that Rais also has those who are honorable.”


    Later that evening they walked together through the camp, watching the Uldan celebrate the end of their journey. The oil torches flickered in the light breeze that blew off the mountains, their light bathing objects in a warm golden glow and casting them into shadows as they dimmed and danced.


    Now that the children were abed, there was dancing at the fires. They paused to watch, fascinated by the athleticism of the warriors as they strove to outdo each other, leaping, spinning, their families laughing and cheering them on.


    The people shared a closeness, a happiness that lightened the soul.


    Yet Darcel turned away after a while and headed for the shadows at the edge of the camp. Behind them lay the end of the desert, the soft whisper of the sands, overthrown by the noise of the Uldan celebration.


    “You are not quite reconciled to losing Rais.” Eldan’s voice was soft, compassionate, his own gaze following Darcel’s. “It must be difficult to completely embrace a culture so very different than your own.”


    Darcel gave a soft huff, folding his arms over his chest. “They are more a family to me then I ever had from my birthplace, yet…”


    “Yet you are a child of the sands.” Eldan’s tone held understanding. “I admire your spirit, Darcel. Your openness and versatility are to be envied.”


    “I was first a child of the streets, my friend. If you are not versatile, you do not survive.”


    “Yet, after all that, you retain compassion, caring, emotions that have little to do with survival itself. That is to your credit.”


    Darcel shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise. “I just see what needs to be done.”


    Eldan’s smile was half hidden in the growing darkness. “You keep your humble opinions to yourself. The rest of us will sing your praises as needs be.”


    Darcel growled a little, and Eldan laughed as they turned back toward camp. Darcel laid an arm over the ambassador’s shoulders, feeling a glow of friendship. He did not want him to go…


    There was a swift sound, and the blow sent Darcel to his knees, an exclamation quickly muffled from Eldan.


    Before Darcel could even grasp what had happened, a cloth covered his mouth and nose and the world slipped terrifyingly away.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TEN


    


    Darcel woke to pain: jouncing, rhythmic, his head splitting from the motion. He groaned, trying to swallow, but his mouth was desert dry.


    The motion stopped abruptly, and he was jerked upward from his face-down position. The change of posture made him heave, and he heard cursing as he vomited, his senses spinning violently.


    When at last he had no more to expel, a bottle was held to his lips and water tipped into his mouth.


    He swallowed weakly, then as the moisture hit his throat, he sucked greedily, need overriding even his rebellious stomach.


    When at last he was done, he tried to pry his eyes open, tried to remember why he was so ill, why…


    A hand clamped over his face, wetness upon cloth. He struggled weakly, but as before, the fumes overwhelmed him.


    As he sank into its grip, fear found a foothold. He had to get back, he had to…


    


    


    Time seemed to pass in strange snatches of images, as though he was in a dream, and everything around him was bits and pieces.


    Motion and sound, periods of almost lucidity, followed by darkness, then confusion once more.


    Once or twice, he thought he saw the demon, thought he heard its sibilant voice whisper triumphantly in his ear, but even that was vague and beyond his ability to absorb.


    When he woke, at long last, he was weak beyond imagining, his mind unable to distinguish if this was merely another illusion or something more concrete.


    A touch upon his face made him frown, then happiness jolted through him. Harlech. He struggled to open his eyes.


    Bright green eyes met his own; golden hair glowed in sunlight from a window just behind the figure.


    Darcel stared, unable to comprehend what or why, his thoughts fragmented.


    Alasar?


    He reached out, combing back Darcel’s hair, his expression soft and gentle. “Darcel, you have no idea how glad I am that this is finally over, that I have you safe at my side. It has been a time of great stress until we could see you free once more.”


    His tone was so concerned, so reasonable, that it took time for Darcel’s mind to sort out time, cause, and effect.


    Darcel tried to struggle to an elbow, but his body gave out, and he fell back, breath harsh. “What have you done?”


    Alasar’s brow arched, a familiar look, a reminder of his status and self-confidence that had always annoyed him, even when he had loved him.


    “I saved you, of course. This little charade had gone on long enough, and it was time to bring you back to my side.”


    Darcel stared at him, blinking once or twice, wondering if he was still dreaming, or perhaps this was a nightmare. He would wake at Harlech’s side and…


    The thought of his lover made a pang shoot through his chest, and he laid a hand over his heart, grimacing. It jolted him out of his stupor, made him start realizing what this all meant, what it would cause. The sheer stupidity….


    Darcel pushed the prince’s hand away from his hair, glaring as best as he could from a prone position. “Are you mad? Taking me from Harlech is likely to cause a resumption of the war! When he finds me gone…”


    Alasar’s lip curled at mention of the Uldan high king. “He is no fool. He will not risk his people for a mere thief. You did your job, you got them there, and they have no reason to look back. You value yourself too highly, my friend, if you think they will go to war for you.”


    The faint smile, benign, yet with a mocking undertone, grated on Darcel’s nerves. This was no different than before. It was only now that Darcel noticed that Alasar had always had an air of superiority around him, a faint snideness. Now, aware of the prince’s perfidy, he had no ability to return to the love-struck fool he had been.


    Darcel forced himself to roll over so that he could face Alasar fully. “I do not belong here, Alasar. You made that perfectly plain long ago. Why would you risk war to bring me back? There is no reason…”


    Alasar smiled at him. “You are mine.” The tone was still gentle, still reasonable.


    Darcel waited a moment, stunned, expecting, needing more explanation.


    Alasar simply reached out for Darcel’s hair once more, frowning when he batted his hand away.


    “You are still angry. You still don’t understand what I had to do to keep you safe.”


    Darcel stared at him in utter disbelief, unable to believe what he was hearing.


    “Keep me safe? You had me imprisoned, tortured…” His voice cracked.


    Alasar waved a hand, dismissive. “My father could not have you take the glory for the end of the war. The whole country was in a state of civil unrest, and to have you come back, alone, and end it? Our reign was endangered already, and your return could have destabilized it further. He was going to kill you to keep it all silent. I sent you away to keep you safe until I could come for you.” The surety in his tone, the edge of pride in what he had done was beyond Darcel’s comprehension.


    “Three years, Alasar,” he croaked, feeling cursed tears rising to the surface, weakness he had no desire to share with him of all people. “I was there for three cursed years. Starved, beaten, raped… Was that part of your plan? Your intrigue?”


    The prince sat back, staring at him for a long while before chewing on his thumbnail, a sign of indecision, uncertainty.


    His left hand curled around the arm of the chair, then he looked away, his strong, beautiful profile in Darcel’s view.


    “I had no choice, Darcel. It had to be real, had to be…convincing…to my father. I had to prove that I could stand back from you, be the son he needed.” His gaze stayed fixed upon the window, fingers white knuckled in their grip.


    “You betrayed me,” Darcel whispered, fighting to keep the rage he was feeling from boiling over. He was too weak to stand, to face him as he wanted, this…so-called friend.


    “I did not. I did what was needed, as a prince should.” His voice held no doubt, but he would not face him.


    “I believed in you. I believed in our friendship. Yet you sent me to hell and kept me there. There is nothing, and I mean nothing, that can excuse what you did. And Caslendra, was that your ‘nobility’ too?” He shook with rage and pain comingled.


    “I had to look after her and the boy after you left…” The tone of saintliness was the last straw.


    Darcel sat up, shaking, swaying. “Don’t fucking lie to me anymore!” His roar made Alasar startle and turn to face him. “You were bedding her long before I left. You lie even to yourself! Do you understand what you have done? Do you see the wrongness in it? Or do you just cover all your misdeeds with righteousness? With lies?”


    He said nothing, just stared at Darcel with white face and widened eyes. Those beautiful eyes. Darcel had loved them once. And now…


    “Is Taigon my son?” he snarled. “Give me the truth. Show me you even understand what the hell that is.”


    Alasar swallowed, opened his mouth, and then snapped it closed, his pained stare never leaving Darcel.


    “She…comforted me…after I had to marry that cursed woman.” The words were torn from him.


    Darcel’s lip curled. “Poor you.” He gave a harsh laugh at his look of startled outrage. “So it was fine for you to sleep with my wife? You saw no wrong in that?” Nausea surged, and he swallowed hard.


    The prince looked down and away, acknowledgement he would never voice.


    “As far as we know, Taigon is my son.” The words were almost whispered, then he licked his lips and glanced at Darcel. “We don’t know for sure. He could be yours.”


    Darcel drew a long, controlled breath, before giving a choked laugh. “That should appease me? Make it better? Where do you get this lack of morality from? This idea that as a prince you do not need honor?”


    Alasar glared at him. “I am greatly honorable. You just do not understand the reasons…”


    “No, you are right, I don’t understand the reasons. And I am damn glad for it. If this is a measure of what it means to be royal, to have power, then I am grateful to my mother that I was born on the streets. It is cleaner there.”


    “You just need to remember how we were…” His tone was strained.


    “I need to remember nothing. There was nothing in the past but lies. What I thought was friendship was deceit and intrigue. Did it amuse you to dance around behind my back, to strip me of everything that gave me joy? I had thought better of you then, but now, now I know the truth. Now I know what you are.”


    Darcel managed to push himself to the edge of the bed. Pulling the sheet over his nakedness, he struggled to stand. “Give me clothes. Send me back before this devolves into something that others suffer for. For once in your benighted life, do the right thing.”


    He stood slowly from the chair, towering over Darcel.


    Darcel did not fear him, he just looked up at him with loathing, all the bitter shreds of friendship falling away.


    Alasar’s jaw jutted out and he narrowed his eyes. “You are going nowhere. You will settle in time, and we will go back to how it was before.”


    Darcel’s mouth dropped open. “Are you mad? Have you heard nothing I have said? There is no going back. You destroyed it, Alasar. You…destroyed…it. There is nothing between us now but hatred.”


    Alasar backhanded him.


    Darcel fell back against the bedpost, working his jaw tentatively, before glaring up. “That is your answer to everything, isn’t it? To those who do not agree with you. To those who make you realize that you are not as good and noble as you want the world to think.”


    “You are mine,” Alasar gritted, fists clenched, a light in his eyes that Darcel did not recognize, almost a madness. “We will be as we were. Friends, confidants. You just do not understand yet. You will, in time.”


    Alasar whirled on his heel, stalking to the door and yanking it open, revealing four guards outside. He paused then, looking over his shoulder and offering a strained smile. “I will have food sent to you. I want you to get better, my friend.”


    The door closed in his wake. Darcel lay staring at it, dread rising to choke him. Whatever Alasar had been before, there was something new and dangerous in his behavior, something not at all sane.


    


    * * *


    


    Two days later, Darcel was at least up and able to walk around his small suite of rooms. He grimly searched the room, looking into every nook and cranny, trying to find some means of escape. So far, it was looking unlikely.


    He had determined there were guards outside the door, and others stationed outside the window.


    It seemed that Alasar had been planning this, or perhaps other prisoners had enjoyed a stay here, it was hard to say which. Soft imprisonment, but imprisonment all the same.


    The door opened and Darcel whirled on his heel to face it, afraid of it being Alasar, and yet hoping that he might yet persuade him to rationality.


    It was Caslendra.


    Darcel froze as she closed the door behind her, shutting out the curious faces of the guards.


    They stared at each other.


    She looked so blessedly familiar, so like the image he had held to him during his captivity all those years. So beautiful, so…


    So faithless. It had not been just Alasar who had betrayed him. Caslendra was entirely too strong not to have been a willing party.


    He took a deep breath and sat down on the couch, silently gesturing to the large chair across from him.


    She hesitated for the barest of moments before sweeping forward and settling into the chair, all grace and poise, the perfect consort for a prince.


    Darcel shored up his heart, barricaded it behind thick walls. These people could give him no more pain than he allowed, and he was damned if he let them do more to him. He held Harlech’s love to him as a shield, remembering his true care of him, his belief in all he was and could be.


    That was love.


    This never had been. It was all lies, and he had been blinded to the truth. He was as much to blame as they were.


    He faced her with head held high. He was no longer that foolish man.


    “You look well.” Her voice was calm, cool, and utterly controlled. She had learned, it seemed, the ways of court. So different than how she had been with him.


    Darcel arched a brow. “The scars of my captivity are well hidden now. Would you like to see them?”


    She flinched, slightly but perceptibly. Perhaps she was not as comfortable with all this as it might seem.


    “Why are you here, my lady?” The shadow of Taigon hung between them, and it took effort not to ask of him.


    She shifted, clasping and then unclasping her hands. Finally she rose and went to the window, revealing her unease.


    Darcel waited silently, feeling no desire to make her welcome. She had come to him. Let her reveal her purpose. He was not going to make it easy.


    She turned to face him, backlit by the window, her mouth drawn tight.


    “The Uldan gather forces to ride upon Rais.”


    His heart leaped, though he kept his expression still. “This is a surprise? My kidnapping was an act of war in the high king’s eyes.”


    Caslendra stared at him, biting her lip in a familiar sign of unease. “Alasar is not himself. He is…”


    Darcel filled the pause. “Mad? That seems a close enough word for what I have seen so far. Delusional? That is perhaps a close second.”


    She frowned, anger flitting across her expression for the briefest of moments. “He is under much pressure from his father. It has affected him, made him…irrational at times.”


    He sneered but remained silent, waiting. She had not come here to discuss Alasar with him, that much was certain.


    She came back to the chair and seated herself, arranged her dress with quick, nervous movements, and glanced at the door.


    “I do not have much time before he discovers this visit. I have arranged to get you out and for an escort to take you back. You must convince the Uldan to halt their hostilities. We cannot afford another war.” She hesitated. “Alasar…loves you, more than I had ever expected. It has affected his reasoning.”


    Darcel stared at her and began to laugh, leaning back on the couch and letting his head fall back. It was some moments before he could sit up and face her again, her expression now a mask of confusion and annoyance.


    “That is it? No confession, no apology for what you did?” Darcel shook his head. “You are a perfect counterpart for him. You well deserve each other, though I pity the people and what they will have to endure when he comes to power. But then his father is no better.”


    She smoothed a hand over her skirts, refusing to meet his gaze now. He snorted.


    “Get me the hells out of here. I don’t give a fuck for your reasons, or the past. I have people who love me waiting, and I don’t want to waste another moment here.” He tilted his head, narrowing his eyes. A thought occurred to him that brought pain to his heart. “Was Eldan part of this? Was he the one who took me?”


    Caslendra looked confused. “The diplomat? What has he got to do with anything?”


    “He is innocent in this?” It was difficult to keep the hope out of his voice.


    “He’s never been part of anything that I’m aware of. I hardly know who he is.”


    Darcel squinted, a thought gaining form.


    “Did he return here with me?”


    She shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. They only brought you.”


    Darcel shook his head and leaned back. “You left him there, abandoned him in enemy territory among some very angry Uldan.”


    Caslendra frowned, then rose to her feet. “What has he got to do with anything? He is of no importance. Alasar only wanted you. Besides, the Rais army is there, he is hardly alone.”


    “So the noble Prince of Rais abandoned his emissary among hostiles, while leaving the Rais army on the enemy’s doorstep to face the military might of Uldan with no warning or preparation. Am I right so far?”


    His mockery seemed to annoy her.


    “I am only here to get you free. Beyond that, I don’t know.” She turned her back on him and approached the door, her blank mask firmly back in place. “I wish you well, Darcel Arnitage.” Without another look back, she opened the door and swept through, leaving him alone.


    “For what that’s worth,” he responded with no small amount of bitterness. By the gods, he could not wait to be free of this insanity, of this place of lies.


    


    * * *


    


    The steady beat of the horses’ hooves on hard packed sand, matched the thump of Darcel’s pulse. Every step brought him closer to his goal, every hoofbeat closer to where he wanted to be. He glanced up, gauging the position of the sun. Soon, so very soon.


    He glanced back at the high dunes he had passed through, shimmering in the heat. Behind them, far, far behind them, lay the past.


    He cut that tie with no remorse whatsoever.


    Two days of steady travel had worn him down, but anticipation kept him going, as well as the realization that Alasar would not relent. Despite Caslendra’s interference, he knew the prince’s stubbornness, his belief in the rightness of his decisions, would drive him to the sheer foolishness of pursuing Darcel. The fact Caslendra had sent Darcel alone, without the promised escort, told him much. Alasar would come.


    He drew rein, watching for pursuit. Nothing yet. He drew one of the water bottles out and dismounted, giving copious amounts to both the horses. Then he remounted the fresher horse and set off again at a steady trot that covered ground while keeping the horses from sweating too much.


    At least Caslendra had been smart enough to give him two fine mounts. Darcel grinned. They would make good additions to their herd, adding strength and distance endurance to their mountain horses. A gift from the royalty of Rais.


    He crossed over the ridge that marked the edge of the desert an hour later, passing into the beginning of the rock-strewn hinterland that bordered Rais. He was close, blessedly close. He was hungry, having found little in the way of food in the saddlebags. More than that, he ached for the sight of a certain face—a familiar and newly beloved face. Glancing over his shoulder as he began to climb out of the desert itself, he caught a faint glimpse of movement, the dark dots of several riders.


    He cursed under his breath. They were closer than he would have liked and going full out, running him down.


    “Give up,” the demon urged. “You cannot escape.”


    With a roar of rage, Darcel sent all his strength and determination in a surge of power at the demon, and with a squawk, the creature vanished utterly.


    Darcel untethered the second horse to free her and laid heels to his mount. She leaped forward, the other mare following swiftly, light on her feet, head held high and proud.


    There was nothing for it now but to run.


    The rocks flashed by and he prayed the horses would not stumble, would not falter. Crouching over the mare’s withers, he balanced her, riding light and easy as Harlech had taught him. He did not look back. Hope lay ahead; only a foolish, dangerous madman lay behind.


    He crested a second ridge, his mare blowing hard, and there, beyond the ridge, the Rais army lay in a semi circle along the border, facing off into the distance to guard against the Uldan threat.


    Darcel charged down toward the Raisian army from behind. Mounted on a Raisian horse and racing to the front, he must have appeared to be an emissary sent from the king, because miraculously, the soldiers stood aside to let him pass. Darcel could not believe his luck. He only hoped it would hold.

  
    Several officers tried to step into his path, perhaps realizing by now that something was wrong, but Darcel did not slow, and they leaped out of his way as he bore down upon them. Then he was past their ranks, and there before him, not far off, lay the Uldan tents, bright against the mountain backdrop.


    Darcel did not slow. As he neared the camp, he spied a familiar tent, and someone ducking out the door, straightening to his full height and shading his eyes with one hand as he stared toward Darcel. Shouts rose from the camp, Darcel’s name rising from many throats as they recognized him.


    Harlech froze. Behind him, Eldan grinned, his face alight with happiness.


    Darcel slid from the mare before she even came to a stop, barreling into Harlech, taking them both to the ground.


    “Darcel?” he whispered, hoarse and disbelieving.


    Darcel kissed him, stealing his breath and his own.


    Harlech’s arms wrapped round him, hesitantly at first, as though Darcel might be no more than an illusion, then fiercely as he began to believe in the truth of it.


    “I thought you left me. Thought you loved the sands more than you could ever love an Uldan. It was Eldan who believed in you. He said you had been taken, that you had not gone willingly.” Harlech’s large hands, so warm and calloused, held his face still. “What is the truth, Darcel?”


    Darcel rose to his elbows, staring down at him, seeing the pain in those beautiful dark eyes. How could Darcel protest, for when had he ever given Harlech definite proof of his love? When had he said the words, or shown him that his place was forever at his high king’s side? He had done nothing to give him solace and surety.


    His heart swelled. It lay here, in this place, with this man and his people.


    “I love you.” The words burst from him, plain, ungilded. He cursed his lack of speech, his inability to find eloquence now when he needed it most. His glib tongue had served him well in the past, but when it came to this, to something so vital, he was lost.


    Those dark eyes softened, the worry slowly fading from their depths.


    “This was not how I wanted this to go.” Darcel heard the hint of petulance in his own tone and cursed under his breath.


    Harlech began to laugh beneath him and kissed him deeply.


    Darcel sighed. This was more like it. Words seemed to only get him in trouble, but he could show Harlech, could pour his love into this kiss and make him understand.


    There was nothing but Harlech’s mouth, his taste upon Darcel’s tongue, the feel of large hands, one cupping the back of his head and the other wrapped around his body, holding him inescapably close. It felt like everything he had dreamed of. All he had gone through had prepared him for this, to scour the foolishness out of him and enable him to see clearly.


    This, at last, was true and right.


    He was home.

  


  
    


    


    


    


    EPILOGUE


    


    Harlech drew rein, grinning, watching as Darcel and his mount finally joined him, the taller mare from Rais struggling to find breath in the crisp mountain air. Fast she might be, but she was no match for the sturdy white and gray mountain-bred horses in these higher altitudes.


    Harlech’s consort growled at him, then turned back to the magnificent view below them. Harlech let out a sigh, feeling the tension flow out of him into something perilously close to joy.


    The valley below spread out like a map, vast and rich, its green verdant grasses fading out far into the distance, the blue mountains encircling it, protecting it.


    Hidden, unknown, their scouts had discovered it, brought back wild tales of endless grasslands and rich sapphire-watered lakes. A paradise for those who followed the herds.


    Now, here it was. Real. Their future.


    He glanced at Darcel’s stunned expression, letting a smile curve his lips as his lover turned to him.


    “No one from Rais knows this is here. If they had, they would never have dismissed this area as worthless.”


    Harlech laughed, head back, giving thanks to the goddess. “It was here for us, waiting. Our seer was right, so very, very right.”


    For three years, they had lived by the side of the desert, building a small town, living off the bounty of the mountains, their herds growing plentiful and fat. But always, there was the threat of Rais, who had built a fortress just over the border, watching, though trade did not seem to be impaired.


    The rubies were always in demand.


    The frequency of Alasar’s letters had doubled lately, mad ramblings about his need for Darcel, that only misunderstandings and Harlech himself held them apart.


    Harlech would pity the people of Rais when the madman took over.


    Their proximity kept Darcel on edge, made Harlech himself uneasy and possessive. Then word of this sanctuary had come from Harlech’s scouts, and it had been a godsend.


    Darcel kneed his horse closer and leaned in, pulling Harlech in for a kiss.


    “We can vanish, leave the traders in the town if they want, and come here. The pass is easy to defend, and there is no other way in, if the scouts are correct.”


    Harlech reached over and pulled Darcel off his mount with a single move, enjoying his startled squawk. He managed to duck the halfhearted swing at his head, then captured Darcel’s lips, drinking in his moans of pleasure.


    They settled finally, Darcel curled into him, both of them ignoring the mounted warriors who waited patiently behind them, pointedly ignoring Eldan, who was laughing at them.


    This moment needed to be savored.


    Harlech grinned again, kissed Darcel’s curls, and urged his mount forward.


    Below, their new home waited in all its glory.


    


    


    END
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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…
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    Wings 2: Dominion of the Eth


    J. C. Owens


    


    The collar would stay, for Rylis would never free Tamrin...


    Childhood memories of the Eth did no justice to what Rylis Tanyan would encounter in the depths of the Teeathun forest. But what he had treasured before had betrayed him, and now he must fight to escape the confines of the forest and his feelings for Tamrin, the Eth whom he'd loved long ago...
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    Taken


    J. C. Owens


    


    Kidnapping the brother of a mob boss was madness... If only it had stayed that simple.


    It had all gone wrong. Sent as a mercenary to kidnap Kirith Martinelli from his tropical island home, Landon finds himself on the wrong end of a job gone bad. But there's more to Kirith than meets the eye--and he's taken Landon as his captive. Kirith makes Landon an offer he can't refuse: stay with him for three months—until he tires of Landon's body--and then Landon may go free.


    Fearing his own criminal family more than the man before him, Landon agrees. Three months will buy him enough time for his brothers to lose his scent, and freedom will be his. But freedom has a steeper price than Landon bargained for. He can't ignore the sadness and loss behind his captor's beautiful eyes, and Landon finds himself wondering if three months will be enough—for either of them...
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    Out of the Darkness


    Taken Book II


    J.C. Owens


    


    Can a heart learn more than just violence?


    Enzo is “the Martinelli,” the head of the Martinelli family drug empire. He has known very little softness in his life, only the love of his younger brother and his niece. But when fate leads him to rescue a brutalized young man, he finds he cannot let the young man go without trying to help him. It’s his chance to do something good for someone who desperately deserves it, a distraction from the mafia life or murder and intrigue. But he wishes the submissive young man would quit fawning and calling him “master.” While he’d love to take the young man up on his sexual offers, Enzo’s tastes run to the darker side, and that’s the last thing the young man needs.


    Chase Connors hasn’t known love in a long time, maybe not ever. As a slave to a sadistic master, he’s learned to get what he needs with sex. He doesn’t understand why this new “master” has been so generous—bringing him to live at Tanglewood, his vast family estate, sending him to college, and showing him affection—when to everyone else he’s hard and distant. The only way Chase knows to thank him is with his body—but Enzo appears to be straight, if his pregnant girl friend is any indication. But when Chase sees Enzo kissing another man, he knows he has a chance to win over the dominant Enzo. Seeing his chance, he stalks Enzo on his own turf—a nightclub called Dark Whispers—and gives Enzo a show he simply cannot refuse. Until someone else comes gunning for the Martinelli, and a horrible explosion destroys everything…
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    Wishes


    J. C. Owens


    


    Sex slave to an alien culture...


    Lt. Auri finds his job aboard the diplomatic cruiser both frustrating and exhausting, but he's determined to prove himself to his new captain. Despite the diplomatic importance of their mission, Auri is wary of the catlike Felinians, who have a reputation for enjoying human company, willing or not. But when he's ordered to witness the signing of the trade papers with the Felininans, Auri never imagines that he's about to be betrayed.


    Sold into an alien culture, Auri finds himself the newest man in the Felinian leader's erotic harem. Kanar claims him as his "mate," but Auri longs for freedom. Though his feelings for Kanar begin to grow, Auri stubbornly refuses the Felininan and the other men of his harem, leading to loneliness and grief. But how can he open himself up to his captor, and to the love of more than one partner?

  


  
    


    


    J. C. Owens Writing as J. C. McGuire
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    The Ascension


    My Name is Aelida Book Two


    J.C. McGuire


    


    One woman’s secret could see Britain fall forever...


    Born in exile, Aelida will witnesses the rise and fall of kings and fight for her people’s very existence. For she holds a great secret… Only one man knows of it, and he will do anything to possess it—he who has brought about her family’s destruction, he who brought about the death of all Britain held dear…
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    The Gloaming


    My Name is Aelida Book Two


    J.C. McGuire


    


    Born in exile, Aelida will witness the rise and fall of kings and fight for her people’s very existence, for she holds a great secret…one that could see Briton’s greatness return…or fall forever.


    Having had her son taken from her, Aelida escapes Tintagel…only to fall into the hands of the High King’s enemies. Will he come for her, or will she die at the hands of those who hate him?
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    The Conquered


    My Name is Aelida Book Three


    J.C. McGuire


    


    If Aelida believed that telling her secret would bring peace, she was sadly mistaken. Britain stands on the edge of destruction, and those who struggle for her survival can only do so much, even for the daughter of King Arthear.


    For the man Britain fears and hates most stands waiting. Watching. If he sees weakness and betrayal, then Britain’s champion—her High King—will fall, and with him will fall all hope…
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    The Triumph


    My Name is Aelida Book Four


    J.C. McGuire


    


    If Aelida believed that telling her secret would bring peace, she was sadly mistaken. Britain stands on the edge of destruction, and those who struggle for her survival can only do so much, even for the daughter of King Arthear.


    For her people, Aelida will endure anything, even the touch of Britain’s most hated enemy, the murderer of her father. With all else gone, Britain’s Queen is the last hope of a nation.
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    Red-Light Wrangler


    The Men of Moone Mountain Book Two


    Bella Settarra


    


    Can a bad reputation hide a good heart?


    After realizing everyone he has been with only wanted him for his money, Rich Buchanan, the billionaire’s son, gives up the dream of a serious relationship and gets his kicks sleeping around. He prefers men, but he only brings home women, since his father would be horrified to find out Rich was gay. But secrets are hard to keep among the rich, and his antics soon earn him the nickname “The Red-Light Wrangler” when people discover that money exchanges hands whenever he sleeps with a guy.


    When Nate Walker starts work as Assistant Foreman at the Buchanan Ranch, his good looks and gorgeous body immediately pique Rich’s interest. And despite the gossip, Nate can’t help falling for him, either. But when Rich’s cousin Joey decides to blackmail Rich to pay off his debts, he soon realizes he could get much more out of the situation. Outing his gay cousin and causing a rift between Rich and his father could be just the thing to secure his own position as Frank Buchanan’s sole heir.


    Rich has no one to turn to but his lover. But Nate has secrets of his own, and his reasons for being at the ranch are not entirely honorable...
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    Timshel


    Lillian Turner


    


    To love is to heal...


    The Cursed Ones. As the sheltered youngest son of a healer, Eiland of Summerton has heard of them all his life, the miserable creatures who share the great sickness brought down by the wrath of the gods. Yet unlike any of the illnesses Eiland's father treats in the village, this one is not passed by touch or cough or poison. It's given by the Cursed Ones. All it takes is three small words: I curse you.


    It never occurred to Eiland that a Cursed One could be young. Or handsome. Until he meets Charon, a wandering outcast who bears the Curse. One stolen kiss changes everything for Eiland and sends the two young men on a dangerous journey that neither can hope to survive--unless they set aside their differences and give in to forbidden love...
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    The Exchange Student


    Mark Allen Gunnells


    


    Sometimes love lives in the past…


    In an alternate 2014, time travel is commonplace, regulated by the government. 17-year-old Trevor Bartley has been selected to be an exchange student to the year 1963 to study the civil rights era. The rules: do nothing that could alter the natural flow of time. But when he meets his host family, he finds himself incredibly drawn to 17-year-old Nick Keaton. In his own time, Trevor would have pursued his feelings without a second thought, but in 1963, when an entire race was subjected to violence and hate, pursuing his feelings openly would be dangerous in the extreme. And that was if Nick were even open to the idea.


    Until it becomes clear that he is.


    But if things aren’t complicated enough, Trevor soon finds himself caught up in a terrorist plot of murder and political intrigue which could send the natural timeline careening off in dangerous directions, and could have life or death consequences—or worse—for everyone.
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    FAST Balls


    Balls to the Wall Book Five


    Tara Lain


    


    A hot, gay firefighter could send Mick’s life up in flames…


    Firefighter and surfing champion Jerry Wallender is a member of FAST—the Firefighter Assist and Search Team. But while the rest of the world thinks he’s a hero, he just doesn’t see it. He keeps falling for these intellectual guys who wind up making him feel dumb and needy. On top of that, Mick Cassidy, super-gorgeous firefighter and total homophobe, makes Jerry’s life miserable with his slurs. Until the night of the Firefighter’s Ball, when Jerry offers Mick a helping hand and gets a hand job in return.


    Mick Cassidy is great at fighting fires and solving math problems. But he’s rotten with people—until he meets Jerry, the nicest, kindest man he’s ever known. Raised by a gay-hating preacher, Mick grew up despising men like Jerry. He’s never wanted a woman, but he can’t stop thinking about the strong, sexy firefighter and what they shared at the Firefighter’s Ball. Does that make him gay? And if he’s gay, what will happen to his whole, carefully constructed life?
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    Hold the Sky


    AC Fox


    


    When love competes, will anyone win?


    Harry has just begun his career as an architect with a well-known Chicago firm, but when he runs up against the talented, successful, not to mention stunningly handsome Garrett Reed, he quickly loses both his cool and his first big contract to the other man. Now a second job has just come up for bid, a huge project that can make Harry's career. And Garrett is after the same prize.


    Garrett is fascinated with Harry. He admires the man's drive and talent, not to mention his incredible good looks. But as the wild attraction between them burns hotter, the cool, aloof Garrett finds himself in an uncomfortable position. Can the two of them find a way to temper the passion that flares between them, or will their competitive natures tear their tentative love to pieces?
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    Alex in Wonderland


    Jessica Freely


    


    What can go wrong in a sex club? Plenty.


    Fresh out of a sexless relationship with a manipulative, two-timing boyfriend, Alex enters the notorious sex club, Wonderland, looking for action. But between the dungeon of dubious Doms, the malfunctioning steam room, and the “alien” go-go boy with glow-in-the-dark everything, it’s beginning to look like Alex will never get laid again. Then a mysterious masked man gives Alex the dance of his life—and more—only to disappear without a trace.


    Try as he might, Alex can’t find the man who swept him off his feet. But when the night is through, and the masks are cast aside, Alex makes a startling discovery. What he’s been looking for all night, and maybe all his life, might be the biggest and best surprise of the night.
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    Nathaniel


    Dianne Hartsock


    


    Only true love or magic could make the sex burn so hot...


    From the moment Taden rescues Nathaniel from the Sutherlin soldiers' torture, he finds himself caught in the gaze of the most beautiful eyes he's ever seen; amazing eyes that hold him thrilled and confused. The Sutherlins are planning to invade the beautiful Tahon Valley, but as Taden secrets Nathaniel from their reach, he finds himself drawn to the young man. Not only does he feel the urge to protect him, but he feels an ache he hasn't felt in many long years.


    Nathaniel claims to be a traveler from a distant continent, saying he comes in peace. True or not, the youth has powers beyond anything Taden has seen—control over men and animals and the very weather. Taden falls hard for the strange traveler, protecting him not only from the Sutherlins but from his own mistrustful people, who don't understand Nathaniel's powers and accuse him of being a witch...
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    On A Lee Shore


    Elin Gregory


    


    "Give me a reason to let you live..."


    Beached after losing his ship and crew, and with England finally at peace, Lt Christopher Penrose will take whatever work he can get. A valet? Why not? Escorting an elderly diplomat to the Leeward Islands seems like an easy job, but when their ship is boarded by pirates, Kit's world is turned upside down. Forced aboard the pirate ship, Kit finds himself juggling his honor with his desire to stay alive among the crew, not to mention the alarming--yet enticing--captain, known as Le Griffe.


    Kit has always obeyed the rules, but as the pirates plunder their way across the Caribbean, he finds much to admire in their freedom. He deplores their lawlessness but is drawn to their way of life, and begins to think he might just have found a purpose. Dare he dream of finding love too? Or would loving a pirate take him too far down the road to ruin?
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