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 Chapter One

Black sat in the sunlit corner window of the harem common room, the scrollwork bars on the windows casting curved shadows across the page of the book he was reading. This was his special place, apart from the rest of his mistress’s slaves. The other men sat or lounged about the large, ornately decorated room, conversing, napping, gaming—anything to pass the time until the mistress’s next summons.

As one of the men’s exchanges grew particularly heated, Black looked up from his book. He glanced at the harem doors and saw the guards outside open a smaller panel in one of the doors to look in and see what the commotion was about. They would interfere with nothing as long as no one was injured enough to impair their efficiency. The pecking order of the harem was of little consequence in the scheme of things.

Black had made it abundantly clear in the past that he had no interest in harem politics. He kept to himself. It was the best way to avoid confrontation and to stay both sane and alive. There could be no weakness here. The harem was not a place to display anything but strength. Strength kept Black from being the victim of his fellow slaves’ jealousies and bitterness, directed toward him because Black was the mistress’s favorite. It also kept him from being destroyed, consumed by the shadows of both his past and his present.

He felt a grim smile come and go. He was not afraid of anything his mistress, the guards, or his fellow slaves chose to do to him now. At times he had found himself longing for the sanctity of death, the release of what lay beyond this life, but the soldier in him and his duty to his sister wouldn’t let himself succumb to it. Though slavery had forced him to submit, in his heart he was still Jaden—not Black, as the mistress had chosen to call him—and he was still a fighter. Even they couldn’t take that away from him.

His thoughts scattered as the ornate doors opened and the guards thrust a boy of perhaps fifteen or so into the confines of the harem. The boy watched the guards close the doors with a heavy thud, then turned to face the room. He stood there shivering, arms wrapped around his thin torso in what looked to be a vain attempt at self-comfort. His gaze darted around the room before settling on the men at its center.

The hitch in the boy’s breathing was audible as one after another, all the men in the room turned to inspect this new addition. They sized him up, judging him as either prey or rival. He was beautiful, with curly blond hair and blue eyes, delicate in form.

Observing the scene unfold from his place in the corner, Black willed the boy to stand up straight and hold his ground. To show no fear. But it took only moments for the rest of the men to see prey. Warnar—the self-styled leader of the harem’s bullies—rose lazily from his little knot of admirers and sauntered toward the newcomer. A small, cruel smile spread across his handsome lips. The boy’s eyes widened in apprehension as the other man towered over him.

“What have we here?” Warnar asked. “A new bit of fluff for my collection?” He stepped aggressively close to the boy, grasped his chin, and tilted his face this way and that.

The boy stepped back, scowling, trying to cover his fear as others rose and came to join the fun. He tried to back up, but hands came down on his shoulders and held him fast. He broke into a cold sweat as he met Warnar’s gray eyes glinting with malice.
 “My name is Warnar, little one. I look forward to hearing you use it, begging.” Black’s fingers gripped the book hard; he forced his gaze away from the scene unfolding and tried to focus on the words in front of him. He didn’t get involved in harem politics. It was none of his concern what happened to the boy—yet another innocent thrown to the wolves. Just like Yamina. Just like his little sister…

The sounds and odors of the slave market made Jaden want to retch. A base and primal smell of fear permeated the very air, and the sight of so many people milling about, staring and discussing the various slaves up for sale was truly terrifying to the young soldier. He held his sister, Yamina, closer, hiding her eyes against his chest.

To expose her to this travesty of human nature made the anger in him rise, but what use was anger in their situation?
 “And what a pair we have here, my friends,” the auctioneer said from the stage. “Brother and sister. Young man, military background, fit and strong, handsome. Look at the exotic slant of those green-gold eyes, the luxurious color of that chestnut hair. Approximately twenty-three. The little girl is eight and has beautiful, golden hair, big blue eyes—fit for whatever you wish to make her. Do I hear twenty thousand lyrei for the two?”
 When Jaden realized the auctioneer was referring to him and Yamina, he stiffened with anger, a snarl contorting his lips as he stared at the buyers who would dare look at his little sister. By the gods, nobody would touch her.
 “Separate them. I only want the girl.” The male voice from the crowd was calm and strong, unfazed by his proposal.
 Jaden tensed in disbelief even as Yamina let out a little cry and clung to him more tightly. The guards came forward, and Jaden prepared to fight, putting Yamina down and pushing her behind his body.
 “Don’t be stupid, boy,” the first guard rumbled as more men came out from behind the curtain. “There is no place to go.”
 Jaden gritted his teeth, trying to back toward a wall, but the guards knew better than that. They surrounded him, hemmed him in. When one of them leapt forward and grabbed Yamina, Jaden turned on him, and the others moved in.
 Jaden got in a good number of punches, but it was five against one. He had no chance.
 He could hear Yamina crying, sobbing his name. Even when the guards got him down, pinned to the floor, he continued to fight blindly, calling Yamina’s name.
 When he managed to turn his head, he saw her being held toward the front of the wooden stage. The bidding began anew.
 “No!” he cried in horror. This could not be happening, this could not… He felt the prick of a needle and thrashed harder, cursing them all as he tried to hold back the helpless tears of anger and fear. The multitude of hands held Jaden firmly as whatever they injected him began to work. He watched helplessly as Yamina was sold, the sound of the auctioneer’s hammer ringing in his ears like a death knell.
 As the guard picked her up and carried her away, her teary, fear-filled eyes fixed on Jaden. She held her arms outstretched…
 Yamina.
 “No.” Black’s voice rang out clear and strong. “Leave the child alone.” Dead silence fell over the harem. The men turned, and the boy’s eyes widened even farther.
 “Stay out of this, Black.” Warner sneered. “This is no concern of yours.”
 “Have you not got enough asses presented to you, Warnar? What in the hells do you need another one for? Leave him alone; he’s just a boy.” Black kept his voice smooth despite his rising anger. Though stepping into this situation was strongly against his better judgment, he couldn’t sit idly by and watch as Warnar and his followers destroyed what was left of the boy’s innocence.
 The men seemed to freeze in place, indecisive as their leader’s face twisted in hatred. They were understandably cautious of Black; he was strong and had military training—a potentially lethal combination.
 Warnar snarled. “Want him for yourself, do you, Black?”
 Black’s expressionless eyes settled upon the boy, then the men. He raised an eyebrow and curled his lip in disgust. For long moments there was utter silence before Black rose with lithe grace, like a wild animal with its curiosity at last roused. The men seemed to melt away, all but the leader, who held his ground, a half snarl curling his lips though his body shook with tension.
 Black but gave him a look, and he bristled but slowly and reluctantly gave way and stepped back to a safe distance. The boy shook, staring.
 “What is your name?” Black questioned, no hint of emotion in his tone.
 “Rem, sir,” the boy answered hesitantly, glancing from Black to the others, perhaps wondering if he had gone from one hell to another.
 Black slowly circled Rem, soundless in his movements. The boy stared straight ahead, seeming to wonder frantically if he would have been better off with the others. At last Black stopped in front of the boy and stared down into his eyes. His stomach clenched at the innocence still evident there. Despite his intervention, Black knew that in the life of a slave, that innocence wouldn’t last nearly as long as it should. Rem blinked and stared back. A shiver racked the boy’s slender frame.
 Black made a faint noise in his throat and stepped back, shrugging slightly as his mind shied away from additional harsh memories. “Your choice, boy. Come or stay. It makes no difference to me.” He turned his back then, and there was a hostile silence in the harem as he crossed back to his window.
 Rem hesitated only a second before following in his new protector’s footsteps, nervously eyeing the other men. Black reseated himself while Rem hovered uncertainly, obviously waiting for the older man to indicate what he wanted.
 Black frowned at him, an annoyed tilt of his eyebrows. “Sit, boy. Stop looking like a kicked puppy. No wonder you attract the wrong attention.” He picked up his book again.
 Rem stared at him, then slowly sank down to sit on some cushions near enough to Black to be safe from the others yet far enough to stay out of the man’s personal space. After a few moments, Black felt more than saw the boy’s shaking slowly subside, then felt the boy’s gaze upon his face.
 He cursed himself that he had gotten involved at all. He could hardly survive himself, much less protect an innocent. Memories of Yamina and of the past threatened to overtake his thoughts once again. Remnants of a dream that had died in his first year at the harem flickered. The dream that somewhere, after the past four years, Yamina still lived and was waiting for him to find her. Somewhere, far past any country he knew of, they would find freedom, a place where a man could give honest toil and build his own life with the strength of his hands and mind. Somewhere the ravages of war and slavery could not touch them.
 Tears hovered just under his control, and he gritted his teeth. Taking a deep breath, he pushed both thoughts and tears aside. He glanced down and found Rem peering up at him. Setting his features in a stonelike mask, he looked away. There was no room for weakness in this life. The sooner the boy learned it, the better.
 Later that evening, the mistress came to the harem. Immediately the men fell to their knees wherever they were. Rem followed suit, face pale. Black could feel the boy’s disbelief and nervousness as Black slowly put down his book and then—and only then—sank gracefully to sit upon his heels, eyes downcast.
 Rem’s worried thoughts were clear upon his face. Surely Black would be punished.
 The mistress walked through the harem, stroking a head here and there. For once, her face seemed relaxed, without the malicious dominance that often characterized her dealings with the harem. She came to sit down upon the cushions Black had just vacated and patted her leg. He came closer and laid his head upon her thigh. She sighed with pleasure and stroked his thick hair.
 “My beautiful man,” she whispered, a great affection in her tone that surely would have surprised a great many who knew her. “You will attend me this night, my Black. I need you.” The deceptive softness gave way to steel as she looked at the others. “We have important guests, potential clients. You will all dress accordingly and present yourselves well.” Her hard stare scrutinized all of the harem slaves, and they bowed with heads to the floor as she preferred.
 In his position of privilege, Black controlled his emotions, his abhorrence of her touch. There had never been a choice in the matter, and he had long since been taught his place. Although he seemed passive under his mistress’s hand, there was no compliance in the set of his expression; he stared into the distance, eyes cold and empty as he remembered all too well how he had come to be there, the first moment he had seen this woman from the slave pens, little knowing how she would change his life by taking away all that he thought strong in himself.
 Even now the echoes from the past were so clear, so real… Black closed his eyes, fingers slowly unclenching, wishing he could block out the feel of his mistress’s fingers as she stroked his hair. The possessiveness in their touch made sickness rise in his throat. Once he had been free, a skilled soldier of Astoria, a loving brother; now he was less than a man, merely a body to be used.

* * *

The feast that night was long and raucous. Mistress Mailyn treated the visitors to all the hospitality and wealth she had at her fingertips. As the daughter of a wealthy warlord and the head of her own mercenary army, she had the means to woo allies for better trade in supplies, passage through disputed territory, and connections to those who would hire their services. Wine flowed freely, and by the middle of the evening, the partygoers had long since discarded their inhibitions.

Three men from the harem had been chosen for stud service to breed the guests’ servant women. Black was put on exhibition for the crowd’s entertainment; they had made arrangements for him and the woman they wanted him to mate on one of the tables.

Black was oblivious to it all. He felt the sweat running down his body from the smoke-filled heat of the vast hall, but his focus was on the woman on her hands and knees beneath him. He rutted strongly into her. His eyes shuttered as he ignored the guests running their hands over him and admiring his sleek form. At one time he would have fought this, would have felt shame, but that time was long lost. Now there was only obedience and the prize of self-satisfaction.

When he finally came, he let out the smallest of gasps, and his body froze for long moments. Then he withdrew from the woman, his shaft slick and glistening. Sliding down from the table, he knelt, head down, next to his mistress, his breath harsh and erratic.

Mailyn’s eyes were hot as she stroked his head, her own breath rapid from watching him. Then she took hold of his hair and guided him onto his knees under the table to tend to her needs. When she came, her eyes fluttered shut, and her breath came out in a shuddering gasp, a soft cry of completion. She did not move for long moments, her body utterly relaxed, her breathing gradually slowing. Then she drew Black out to kneel beside her chair and resumed her conversation as she stroked his hair gently.

Black wished he had something to drink; not only was he truly thirsty, but he longed to wash the taste of her from his mouth. Hatred surged once again, then sullenly subsided under his usual numb acceptance. Long ago he had well learned that resistance meant pain—inescapable, agonizing, soul-destroying pain. Her early lessons, the brutality that had broken him to her touch, kept him tame enough for her liking. He still bore the scars of that in both mind and body. The beatings, starvation, isolation, the lash upon his back, and the contrast of her seemingly gentle touch afterward, repeated until his will had broken and he had accepted her touch rather than endure the consequences.

His mistress’s voice suddenly lost the pleasant casualness from moments before. “We have no choice, Sayra. Our assignment lies east; we must pass through Tranaden territory.”

The conversation over his head came to his full attention suddenly with the advent of that feared name:  Tranaden. His body stiffened almost without his knowledge, so cruel was that name against his mind. Memory washed over him with harsh clarity.

Hatred coursed through Black’s mind as he remembered the cruelty of the Tranaden commander, his soldiers, and war machines as they had destroyed the capital city of Astoria—his home—and captured him.

Black’s fists clenched and unclenched. Then his thoughts veered away sharply. That line of thinking would lead to nothing but madness and served no purpose in his current situation. His attention veered back to the conversation at hand.

Sayra, his mistress’s second in command, answered sharply, deep concern in her tone, “You know he will take great tribute. We did not part on good terms after the last battle.”

Black could feel the tension in his mistress. Her fingers tightened cruelly in his hair for a moment until she recalled herself and loosened the touch. “He can be reasonable if he wishes. We will be careful in our dealings, regain his good will. He was not greedy in the tributes he asked for in the past.”

Sayra snorted, her opinion of the Tranaden emperor clear. Still, she held her council and spoke no more of the matter.
 Black shivered against his will, eyes closing. Fear, dark and unstoppable, curled into his mind. Memories of the cold commander who had captured him, killed his captain in cold blood, and sold Black and his sister into slavery were never far from his thoughts. Some instinct within him screamed that the warrior could have easily broken Jaden in some fashion and would if they ever met again. And here they were, apparently about to enter the very territory of his nemesis.
 Black drew a deep breath, forcibly dragging himself back to the present.
 The current peace of winter was now over, and Mailyn’s mercenary army would be on the move again. He hated these times, for often Mailyn was hard and cruel when in her battle mode, and he often suffered under her hand. Certainly he bore the scars of her use of him to relieve her tensions.
 Now, as if that were not bad enough, they would actually enter the hated kingdom itself—Tranaden. Tension gripped his body.
 He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself and push aside the nameless fear his memories of the Tranaden commander inspired. The madness that had glinted from those eyes, the bloodlust… To fall into those hands would be a living death.
 But Jaden was strong. He could move past the memories, the fear. He just had to keep telling himself that.

Chapter Two

Some four weeks later, the army was on the move, and a late winter storm in the mountain pass lent misery to the march. Shivering, Black slogged along with his arms wrapped around himself. His fur-lined boots had been long since soaked, and the waterlogged snow seemed to drag at his every step. He did not complain; the rest of the men were just as miserable, whether slave or free soldier. Only the leaders rode above it all in their vehicles.

Beside him, Black felt Rem stumble and go down to his knees. Black stopped and turned back to the boy, going against the flow of humanity to drag him up. The boy leaned against him, gasping with effort, and Black cursed under his breath. The boy was too soft for a journey such as this. He should have been left back at winter headquarters.

Rem shook with cold, misery, and exhaustion. Black wrapped his arm around the boy’s waist. “Not much farther, boy. We will make camp soon.” He certainly hoped so.

Rem seemed to gain some sort of strength from his words, though, and that was all that counted. They walked together and shared body heat as best possible.
 Black could only give a sigh of relief when he saw Mailyn raise her hand and order a halt. He pulled Rem to the side, and they waited for Mailyn’s personal caravan to catch up. As it parked in the middle of the emerging encampment, they huddled on the lee side of it, trying to get out of the wind. Although not allowed to assist in the setup of the camp, they were to be no place else when she returned.
 The other slaves slowly gathered, and for once there were no arguments or quarrels of status or place. They were all too miserable to care; indeed they even moved closer to each other in an effort to warm themselves.
 Black hung his head into his crossed arms, trying to warm his face, and consciously relaxed his body, knowing he would be warmer that way. Gods, he hated this damn place. The knowledge that day by day they came closer to Tranaden ate at him, fed his fears. He squeezed his eyes shut more tightly, trying to force away the images in his minds of the horrors of his capture, the day his world came crashing down and his slavery had begun.
 He could not shake the feeling that fate was not done with him and the fear that he would again encounter that man. The commander. The monster that, before Jaden’s very eyes, had crushed his captain’s throat with one hand. The thought brought nothing but that irrational fear he could not seem to control.
 It was a mere two days later that his fear became reality. After the descent from the chill mountains, the warm climate and rich beauty of Tranaden was a welcome relief to Mailyn’s forces. But Black kept his eyes down and his attention focused on each step that took him closer to a place he had no wish to go. His closed his eyes and heart to the lush surroundings that so pleased those around him. He could feel nothing but hatred and a quivering awareness of…something—a sense of change that left him ill at ease.
 A large contingent of Tranaden’s army and those hated machines met Mailyn’s army at the border. Black could only shudder at the sight of those soldiers’ uniforms. They were escorted to the palace with little ceremony and no talk. The palace was a formidable structure built into the side of one of the mountains so that it loomed over the valley below. Mailyn and a small contingent, including Black and Rem, were allowed within the great walls themselves.
 Black shuddered as he heard the massive gates shut behind them with an audible boom, trapping them within.
 Hours later, Black could feel his mistress’s impatience from where he knelt beside her, his head down in proper submissive pose. Rem knelt, trembling, beside him, his cheek swelling from one of Mailyn’s fists—a tangible sign of her frustration. Earlier that day, they had at last been escorted within the palace to meet with the emperor of Tranaden, where they had been kept waiting most of the day, something that was not putting Mailyn in a good frame of mind. They had just been informed that they would be attending the evening feast first and meeting with the emperor afterward.
 Mailyn and Sayra silently fumed, though their faces bore no expression at all. The opulence of their surroundings seemed to do nothing to distract the two women, though Black had not been able to resist subtly eyeing the glories of the waiting room.
 The stone beneath his knees was the finest marble, inlaid in places with the emperor’s crest of the wolf, reminding Black all too well of the emperor’s commander—the Wolf of Tranaden. Gold and black marble crisscrossed the great expanse of the floor in linear patterns, softening the vastness. The dark furniture was utterly masculine and huge in its design, ornate carvings prominent on the legs. Soaring ceilings arched overhead, while snarling mythical beasts carved from black stone lined the walls; their lifelike eyes seemed to stare down at the four intruders. Guards stood around the edges of the room, silent and still as the statues. Only their breathing marked them as human at all. Huge murals of past battles towered from ceiling to floor, many of them showing past emperors, their faces filled with near madness as they faced their foes.
 If intimidation was the premise of the room’s design, it had certainly worked. Black could feel Mailyn’s uneasiness, and certainly he himself felt small and insignificant beneath the evident glory of the empire as represented here.
 He flinched as his mistress stroked his hair, then jerked it viciously to relieve her tension. He did not pull away, only braced himself at the pain, trying to make his tired mind think of anything else. Mailyn had been tense for days before this. He could almost smell her fear of this emperor, of his power and might and what he could do to her small mercenary company should he choose.
 She had taken her temper out on Black; he bore the multiple bruises and whip marks of her frustrations. He could only pray that the coming meeting would go well, for if it did not…
 Black was relieved when they were finally summoned and guided through the immense double doors to the great hall where the feast would take place.
 The feast itself was loud and merry. People talked and laughed in a general atmosphere of happiness and goodwill. Music formed a pleasant backdrop and, combined with the people’s temperament, seemed at complete odds to what Black had expected of Tranaden and its court. The rumors of the emperor’s fearsome temper, his arrogance, and his madness were well circulated. The carefree attitude present in the feast hall made no sense whatsoever.
 The pleasant byplay only served to irritate Mailyn further. By an announcement made earlier, Black knew the emperor was present, though he could not see him from his position on the floor. The man had not spoken as far as he could tell. That in itself made him even more mysterious and more someone to fear. Black could literally feel the man’s presence, like an energy that pulsed against his mind.
 Black swallowed hard—thirsty and hungry in equal measure. There would be no relief of that tonight, not with Mailyn in the mood she was in. He closed his eyes, trying to work past the pangs of his stomach. He heard a small whimper beside him from Rem. It was obvious the boy was not used to such treatment. At his age he was still growing, still needing food regularly.
 Mailyn petted Black gently, then jerked his head back suddenly by the hair so she could read his eyes. He kept them blank, submissive, drawing a quivering sigh of relief as the fingers in his hair loosened and he could breathe properly again. His mistress returned to eating, and he blessed the reprieve from her attentions.
 There was a sudden lull in the conversations, and Mailyn and Sayra abruptly rose as though at a signal. Black and Rem obediently rose in their mistresses’ wake, following at their heels with bent heads.
 As they entered a smaller, more intimate room, it became evident that Mailyn’s meeting with the emperor would finally take place. Their escort gestured for Mailyn and Sayra to seat themselves. Black and Rem knelt to each woman’s right, silent and still.
 “Your Imperial Majesty, we have come to discuss trade for the right to cross your lands.” Mailyn’s voice was humble, her arrogance reined in for once.
 “And what is it you offer to us?” The emperor’s voice was deep and calm, with a chill edge that demanded respect.
 That voice—it could not be. Black went rigidly still, blindly staring at the ornate mosaic floor under his knees. His mind flew back to the day of his capture and the commander’s order: “Take them to the holding area. I want them tagged and marked with the sign of the wolf.”
 The realization stole his breath. Dear gods…the commander. That man had been the emperor himself. Black began to shake. He could not prevent himself from looking up, his whole body freezing in place as the emperor’s dark eyes, strangely empty of the madness Black had seen the fateful day of his capture, suddenly turned upon him.
 Black could not tear his eyes away; he was paralyzed with memory and fear of what this man was, if he was a man at all. For the first time in his life, Black felt like he might pass out. Death was a presence at this man’s side—the only thing Black feared. If he died…what of his sister? Dear gods no. His captain’s death, so simple, so effortless, danced before Black’s eyes. This man, this demon, killed without conscience and reveled in death.
 The emperor’s dark eyes narrowed upon him, uncertainty in their depths. Then he leaned forward, hands clenching the arms of the throne, disbelief, then fury foremost in his expression. “Jaden,” he whispered incredulously.
 The sound of that name broke Black’s frozen demeanor. He lunged to his feet to run, but a wave of the emperor’s hand had guards closing in from all directions. Jaden tried to surge past them, mindless like a trapped animal, but they wrestled him down, finally holding his sweating, gasping form against the cold marble floor. Black could dimly hear Mailyn’s angry questions, but his own harsh breaths rang in his ears, deafening him to the angry confrontation between the emperor and his mistress.
 At last the guards let up on him a little, allowing him to breathe, but they remained alert and ready should he attempt another escape. Only now could Black understand what was being said.
 “You come here, to my own court, and flaunt what you have stolen?” The emperor’s voice was ice itself. The tension in the room was strung taut, ready to explode at any second.
 “I stole nothing. He was sold to me at the markets of Isnai. No one told me of any prior claim.” Mailyn’s voice was high-pitched and defensive. She and Sayra stood close together, hands resting lightly on weapons, their eyes flicking fearfully at the ring of stone-faced guards whose guns were already drawn and ready. “There must be some mistake.”
 The emperor was silent for long moments, his anger slowly dying down to a cold calm that drew shivers from the two women. “No, I have to admit that you would not be so foolish as to bring him before me. You know all too well what I am capable of.” He slowly seated himself once more on the throne. “You have your answer. You may pass over my lands. I have my tribute.”
 Mailyn gaped at him for a moment, and then her eyes flicked to where Black was securely held. Fear made his heart pound as he stared transfixed at his new owner.
 “Ask me for anything else. He is—”
 “Mine,” the emperor cut in, cold and sharp. His eyes narrowed. “Do not try my temper further. You are lucky I release you at all. I claim both these slaves as tribute. Do you wish to dispute that?” His hand went to rest lovingly on the gun at his side and stroked the well-worn weapon.
 Mailyn obviously longed to dispute, but Sayra was no fool. No slave was worth the emperor’s wrath, and his temper was clearly on a knife-edge as it was. They were lucky to escape with only this loss. She grabbed her leader’s arm, hissing at her to remain silent. Mailyn’s lips thinned with fury she dared not express. She nodded once, casting a final agonized look at Black before she whirled on her heel and left the room with Sayra at her back.
 Black watched her go, fear riding him hard so that sweat ran down his spine; the chill of it made him shiver. He struggled briefly as the guards pulled him up, fighting against the multiple hands that held him. Fury rose like a tide within him as the emperor approached, an expression of satisfaction and possession clear on that hard face. Jaden lunged, longing for a weapon, any weapon. Any sense of selfpreservation seemed to suddenly flee.
 “Bastard! Murderer!” Jaden spat, little caring of anything beyond that he needed to hurt this man. He needed revenge for what this man had taken from him.
 His outburst brought no satisfaction. The emperor merely arched an eyebrow as if Jaden’s response intrigued rather than angered him. His long fingers came beneath Jaden’s chin and tilted his face up so that he had to meet those cold, dark eyes. What Jaden saw stirring in their depths was utterly terrifying and punctured even Jaden’s rage.
 “We meet again, Jaden. This time you will wear my mark,” the emperor said, then motioned to the guards, who chained Jaden and Rem’s hands and pulled them from the room.
 Jaden’s mind was a mass of confusion, fear, and anger as guards escorted them deeper into the palace complex. Shock held him in thrall. This could not be happening; it could not. How could fate be so cruel as to give him back into the hands of the very man who had turned his life into a nightmare?
 Before he would have been pleased to find any way to escape Mailyn; now he only wished to return there. In her worst mood she had never made him feel as threatened as the emperor could without even trying. His instinctual fear of what the emperor was, was tempered with confusion at his mention of marking. Had not the man sold Jaden and Yamina? For so long Jaden’s hatred had been based on that and on what he had endured that now he could not reconcile what the emperor could have meant by it.
 Fury rose with his thoughts, and once more he tried to resist, but the two guards holding his arms simply tightened their grasps and moved him briskly forward. They were not brutal in their grips, but they made it very clear that he would keep moving. He could not dig in his feet on the marble floors, and rather than be dragged, he conceded that at the moment he had no choice. When he did, he vowed that he would try to escape. Perhaps this change of circumstances would lead to a situation where at last he could be free, could return to his country and find his beloved sister.
 The thought buoyed him and kept him from totally panicking.
 They entered a large, humid room, and Jaden tensed when he realized they were taking him to the bathing quarters. The guards led him to an area with hooks in the ceiling. They pulled a mechanism down and attached his manacles to it before raising it again. His hands were now held above his head, but not cruelly— not so high as to punish but not low enough to allow him to move in any direction.
 The same was done to Rem, whose terrified eyes watched the men as though he expected them to beat him at any moment. Not that Jaden was any less trepidant, but he hid it well, his jaw tight and eyes defiant. What more could the emperor do to him that had not already been done by Mailyn? Take your life, your very soul if he is the demon they say he is, an inner voice whispered maliciously.
 The guards withdrew to the entrance, some of them leaving, others standing just inside the door. Nerves on edge, Jaden and Rem waited for whatever would come. Jaden forced himself to relax, to save his strength. His shock and fury began to wear off, allowing him to think, to hope that somehow this change of circumstance could lead to better things. If he just played along and was obedient… If anger achieved nothing, then perhaps submission—no matter how false—could.
 He dropped into a half doze, remaining only partially aware of his surroundings. He had long since perfected this technique to save his sanity when he had to kneel at Mailyn’s side for hours with nothing to do. He could hear Rem shifting from foot to foot anxiously and mused quietly to himself that he would have to teach the boy patience if he was to survive life as a slave.
 Rem had been drawn into this horror, into the emperor’s hands, because of his connection to Jaden. Jaden vowed he would not allow his own behavior to put Rem into further danger, no matter what Jaden had to do. He could do this. If he offered himself, was compliant and submissive… The emperor obviously wanted him in some form or another, or he would not have claimed him. It was up to Jaden how to use that to whatever meager advantage he could.
 Voices at the door made him open his eyes. His body sprang into instant tension when he saw the emperor enter; it was as though Jaden’s thoughts had conjured him.
 The leader of Tranaden walked slowly and silently around Jaden, his face utterly without expression. Then without pause, he drew his knife and began to cut away his new slave’s clothing, not hastily but in slow degrees. Anticipation lit his eyes.
 Jaden did not struggle when it was patently useless, but he shivered with the need to protest. He clamped his lips shut against the words he longed to fling at this old nemesis and wished he was free with a weapon in hand. Remembering his strategy to be compliant, to offer himself, Jaden forced himself to relax. He was no virgin to fear what was to come. If his submission would make the emperor gentler, would lead to a chance to escape or even take revenge, then so be it.
 When at last Jaden was utterly nude, the emperor made a slower circuit, this time his fingers trailing over Jaden’s pale skin. He paused briefly at each of the marks left by Mailyn’s cruelty; some were still raw and open. A silent snarl curled his lip, making Jaden lean away, shuddering. The emperor cupped Jaden’s chin in his large calloused hands as he stared intensely into Jaden’s eyes; his frown deepened. He muttered a curse under his breath, then stepped away.
 With complete disregard for the men by the door, he began the arduous process of unbuttoning his ornate uniform. The soldiers immediately turned away, respect rather than the fear Jaden would have expected showing in every line of their bodies.
 Jaden’s eyes widened. Despite all his determination and all his previous experiences, he felt a shiver course through him. The uniform jacket slid to the ground, revealing a white shirt tailored tightly to a well-formed torso. The emperor slowly undid each fastening, heat rising in his eyes as he watched Jaden’s expression.
 The sheer possessive force in the man’s eyes spoke to something in Jaden. Jaden jerked his head back, shocked at his own thoughts. There was nothing to admire in this man, if he was even a man.
 The shirt slid to the floor, the movement causing the emperor’s broad shoulders to flex. Muscle coated his chest, rippling with each motion of those powerful arms, and led down to a narrow waist and ridged stomach. Next, the emperor removed his boots with a grace Jaden could only envy. Jaden felt his breath catch as his captor’s fingers began to work on the laces of those tight breeches, then pushed the sleek silk down lean hips.
 Jaden drew a deep breath. Galen—once a fellow slave and mentor in Mailyn’s harem—had been the only one to breach his body, and that had been with some small degree of caring that had grown into true friendship. This man felt none of that, and his brutality was near legendary. If Jaden’s ruse of compliance was to hold true, he would need to participate, would he not? Jaden flexed his hands helplessly in their bindings, wishing he were free of the bonds so he could offer to touch the emperor, soothe the beast. Or did his new master wish only a body, like Mailyn had?
 The emperor shed the last piece of clothing, drawing Jaden’s attention back to him. The man was a gorgeous dark brown all over. Various scars served as testimony to the fact that he was as much warrior as political leader. As an example, his high-boned face, sharp and aristocratic, was marred only by that scar on his right jawline. Long black hair fell to midback, thick and lush. At the moment, his eyes were clear of the madness Jaden remembered from their previous encounter; their color fluctuated from rich mahogany to almost black as his moods shifted. He was tall and intimidating, standing almost a good foot higher than Jaden, who had never felt short amongst other men.
 But it was the sheer presence of the man that intimidated the most: his cold demeanor, the sense of power that literally came off him in waves. Jaden could only stare at him as prey watches a predator, waiting for the strike yet admiring the sheer beauty of the beast. He swallowed with difficulty as his eyes fell to the emperor’s shaft, its impressive length proud and thick in its excitement, its tip already shining with moisture. Heavy balls hung low beneath it, already drawing up in anticipation of what was to come.
 Oh gods… He had to convince the man to take him gently. Jaden flushed deeply and turned his face away, a mixture of anger, fear, and a certain unthinkable arousal thrumming through his veins. The emperor lowered the mechanism above his head and released his chained wrists from it, though they were still bound together.
 “Come,” he ordered, and Jaden did not resist. The guards were close at hand, and resistance at this point would be foolish. He could only hope compliance would appease the man and reduce the level of whatever torture he had planned. That it would be sexual was apparent by his captor’s touches, but he could survive that. He hoped. He cast a last look over his shoulder at Rem. The boy was shaking as he watched Jaden being taken away, fearing he was next, no doubt.
 The emperor led Jaden by the chain between his wrists, and as long as Jaden followed, he did nothing that could be construed as cruel. They passed within a low archway and into the bathing rooms. Moisture was heavy in the air and redolent with the scents of oils and soaps. Without pause, the emperor headed for the nearest, largest of the baths and took Jaden down the ornate marble steps that led into the steaming waters.
 Jaden caught his breath at the heat of it and almost balked, but the emperor’s pull was insistent. He complied, reluctantly stepping deeper into the water. He hissed a little as the heat rose high enough to encase his balls and shaft, the sensitive skin cringing.
 The middle of the bath deepened to his waist. Then as they neared the other side, the level of water went back down to his hips. Swallowing with difficulty, Jaden watched as the emperor attached his manacles to a ring and chain embedded in the ornate edging that adorned the bath.
 Once assured that Jaden was properly secured, the emperor turned to him with an expression that caused Jaden to shiver. “So you are angry, little one.” A faint smile tilted the emperor’s lips, though there was little true humor in his expression. “You will learn to curb that. You will learn to obey; there is that within me that does not tolerate disobedience, rebellion. You would do well to remember that.”
 His tone was disturbingly soft, but there was nothing of softness in his eyes, only a chill and brooding possession that promised pain. His fine hands traced the lines of Jaden’s face. Jaden closed his eyes in mute protest, trying to hide the hatred he knew must exist in his own expression. He shivered as the emperor’s fingers traced down his neck and circled it as though measuring him for the collar that would soon grace his throat. From there, his touch traveled down across Jaden’s collarbone, over the swell of muscles on his upper chest, then homed in on one of his nipples.
 Jaden hissed as the emperor rolled and pinched the nub to the edge of pain, but he cut off abruptly when he realized he had made a sound at all. He wanted to be stoic, silent, uncaring; he wanted to offer himself only as a slave did—without emotion. If only his hatred and fear of this man were not riding him so hard. For whatever reason, whether the past or the present, without even trying, this man had the ability to pierce the shell Jaden had built around himself. Jaden felt vulnerable, exposed both mentally and physically. He had been able to be cold and withdrawn with Mailyn, but not here. Here each touch was as fire upon his flesh.
 Some premonition, some instinct inside him screamed that this man had the ability to destroy him. Jaden did not understand how, but the feeling was too strong to ignore. He shuddered in denial, horrified as the sensations brought about a response in his body that he had no control over. The emperor had bent down and begun to suckle on the now reddened nub, lashing it with his tongue, then nipping it. Jaden trying to draw back from the tingling pulses that went straight to his groin, but there was nowhere to go.
 A whimper built in the back of his throat; he held it in by sheer determination alone as the abused nipple began to pulse with stinging heat, the emperor’s teeth half gnawing upon it. He pulled helplessly at his bonds, then gasped as the emperor released his prize to the warm, moist air before transferring his attention to the other nipple.
 Even the air seemed too harsh upon Jaden’s reddened flesh, and he tried to endure as best he could as the emperor treated his other nipple to the same intense abuse. He gritted his teeth as the suckling intensified; it was as though the man sought to draw his very essence from him.
 A gasp escaped his lips as he was abruptly freed. His nipples throbbed in time to his heartbeat. He could not gather strength as the emperor’s strong teeth continued to nip at his chest, leaving reddened marks everywhere. So possessive, as though claiming. If the emperor had wanted to claim him so badly, why had the he let Jaden go? Why had he allowed him to be sold?
 Jaden tensed, beginning to fight his manacles as the emperor’s lips seared down his stomach. His tongue rasped over the tenderness of Jaden’s hip; then as it angled inward, a hum of anticipation escaped the emperor as he neared his prize. His large bronze hand captured Jaden’s shaft, and when Jaden tried to twist away, he squeezed harshly. Jaden froze then, half panting in fear. His eyes locked with his captor’s.
 The emperor smiled again, a slow curving of lips that did nothing to reassure his captive. His brown eyes darkened nearly to black, never leaving Jaden’s mesmerized stare as he slowly slid down to kneel before him. Then he watched every nuance of Jaden’s expression as he leaned forward to take Jaden’s shaft in his mouth.
 Jaden threw back his head as heat and moisture engulfed his shaft. The sensation was almost unbearable. The emperor’s powerful arm came around Jaden’s hips, holding him firmly when he would have jerked back from the far too intimate contact, and he swept his tongue around Jaden’s girth. To Jaden’s dismay, he began to harden and respond.
 A sharp cry left his lips; he was beyond trying to hide what the emperor was doing to him. He began to struggle. He would not feel pleasure. This was his enemy, his—
 But it was as though an iron bar held him in place. His struggles finally subsided. Shaking, he waited for the teeth to savage him, to give him pain. But the emperor was far more insidious than that. Instead, he pressed his tongue upon the underside of Jaden’s shaft, laving him from root to head before dipping the tip of his tongue delicately into the tender slit, playing at first, then delving as deeply as it could, forcing the small area open more fully.
 Jaden’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his knees shook and almost buckled. A sharp keening cry left his lips as the emperor began to suckle even as his tongue continued its heavenly torment. Jaden’s shaft hardened to steel instantly and began to throb. It certainly did not seem to care who held it, only that the intense pleasure-pain continued. The emperor’s clever hand cupped Jaden’s balls, rolling them, squeezing at their base, then releasing when it became too much.
 Jaden could no longer think; he was reduced to panting, heaving breaths; his body shuddered with sensation, his mind fighting. Gods no. Please no. He could not… It should not feel like this… He should not respond like this.
 The emperor’s tongue retreated, instead probing under his head, circling the sensitive skin there until Jaden was ready to scream. His hips jerked abortively; then a wet finger swiftly pierced his entrance, and he came undone.
 A hoarse, garbled scream tore out of his throat as he orgasmed—such an orgasm as he had never experienced before. It was like he surrendered something, some part of him flowed from his shaft into the mouth of the emperor, who accepted all he gave, drank it, stole it.
 Strong arms caught him when he would have collapsed, and he found himself bent facedown on the cool marble of the side of the bath, his lower half still in the water. He lay there panting, eyes widening as he felt kisses feather over his back instead of the bites he expected. Remembering his strategy of obedience and acceptance, he spread his legs invitingly and let out a moan that was not entirely fake. It felt so good…so right in a way that made no sense. He ached, so hot he could not think. What in the hells was wrong with him? He could not even understand his own thoughts. He should be angry and afraid, feeling anything at all except need and pleasure. This man was a demon…
 Jaden heard the emperor’s sharp inhalation of breath behind him, and he braced himself for that immense shaft driving deep… But again, there was no pain. The emperor instead brought a well-greased finger to Jaden’s opening and gently delved deep. Jaden’s muddled mind was intensely grateful for that small concession.
 The finger withdrew and returned with a second, twisting and scissoring, preparing him for what would come. Jaden’s mind turned to mush. He did not struggle; he could only lie there shivering as the emperor prepared him like a sacrifice for the taking.
 He moaned as three fingers pierced him and twisted. Then they touched something deep inside him. A shock ran through his entire body, and he cried out, keening once more, eyes blank with shock. What in the gods’ name was that? Galen had never showed him that.
 The invading fingers ruthlessly returned to that spot, brushing over it, rubbing it between them, making Jaden buck helplessly. His moans and cries became louder, more desperate with each touch. Unbelievably, his shaft hardened again, bobbing in the water, its tip bumping against the marble edge of the bath.
 Four fingers made him whimper with faint pain. His entrance twitched in protest, but a few strokes over that spot again had him shivering with sensations, and his body forgot to tense. He went limp when the fingers finally left, leaving him feeling peculiarly empty. When something else nudged at his opening, he arched toward it, trying to move into the impending piercing.
 The emperor’s powerful hand caught his shoulder and held him firmly for what was to come. The large, blunt tip of the emperor’s shaft pressed against him, sliding a little, then centering as his entrance began to give under the pressure, reluctantly opening. Jaden held his breath, wondering what great power this man held in his very touch that made Jaden want this even though he knew what was coming. The hand held him firmly, and pressed as Jaden was to the marble, he had no recourse but to feel the intruder slowly work its way inside him. At last the head managed to pierce him. The muscles of his entrance clamped around it in protest, spasming around its sheer girth. He made a long, low sound, freezing in place, his heart pounding. Now surely the emperor would take his selfish pleasure and rip him apart…
 But it was more subtle than that, apparently. The huge shaft began to inch its way inside him, pushing a little farther each time, withdrawing, then surging forward, parting him, stretching him unbelievably. His fingers clenched and unclenched helplessly as the emperor worked his huge shaft deeper and deeper into his very core. His entrance spasmed and pulsed as it was stretched ever more tightly around the massive girth until it felt like it must surely split.
 Galen had been nowhere near this size, neither girth nor length. Jaden whimpered as the invasion continued on into new, virgin territory, far beyond what he had known before. It pressed over that spot, and Jaden cried out incomprehensively, his senses shooting sparks throughout his body.
 The emperor paused there for a time, pulling back so the head of his shaft rubbed mercilessly over the nub, then pushing ahead, pressing it over and over until Jaden was a quivering mass of sensation. His entire body shook, his manacled hands helplessly scrabbling at the marble.
 The shaft pressed deeper yet, impossibly so, so that his innards cramped and twisted in a desperate attempt to expel the intruder. When at last he felt the emperor’s large balls against his thighs, Jaden gave the faintest sob. His entrance twitched helplessly around what pierced it, stretched to its limit. He could feel the large balls pressed against him move as they pulsed and quivered in their eagerness to fill him with their contents.
 He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to make himself believe that this was nothing more than a dream of epic proportions, but the sensations were too intense, too real to ignore as anything but the truth.
 The hand at his shoulder released its almost brutal grasp, then slowly trailed down his back, tracing every muscle. He could feel the emperor slowly straighten, could almost feel those intense eyes hungrily drink in the sight of where he was joined with Jaden, viewing his own handiwork.
 The first true thrust made Jaden grunt and try to twist away, but as the rhythm began to settle into something slow but deep, he could only gasp. His endurance faltered as the emperor changed his angle, mercilessly brushing over that spot within Jaden. Jaden literally saw stars; his body trembled. Everything was forgotten, and his compliance became true want. There was only sensation, and after a while—to his complete horror—he found himself thrusting back, trying to gain more. He tried to stop, but it was like his body had taken control of his mind. It wanted what it was being given. It wanted more—more pressure, more heat.
 Even then, some part of him might have still resisted if the emperor had not reached down to his shaft, half-hard as it was, and began to stroke it hard and fast in tune with his thrusts. Jaden shuddered, his mouth opening in a soundless cry and his body arching. His shaft became hard enough to hurt. He twisted in his bonds, unbelievably desperate for a second completion. He vaguely heard a voice pleading for release—a breathless, needy cry that surely could not be him…
 The shaft within him pounded harder, faster. The hand on him tightened. Then he plunged over the edge with a scream, vaguely feeling the sensation of hot cum flooding deep within him as the emperor plunged into his depths a final time. The hot spear of flesh within him pulsing…
 Jaden’s world slipped into darkness—a blessed relief after overwhelming sensation.

Chapter Three

Jaden woke to such heavenly softness that he lay still for long moments, tired mind unable to process the how and why of such luxury beneath his body. Never in his life had he felt anything like it. It took time for him to realize it was real, not a figment of his imagination.

When he finally came to that conclusion, it was swiftly followed by fear as his wits sharpened and memories of the night before came to the fore. His whole body stiffened, and he lay motionless, listening intently to his surroundings.

He heard the sound of birds to his right and a soft, gentle sound of fabric brushing over something. At first he assumed a person was nearby, but the sound seemed too random for that. At last he cracked his eyes open, wary and ready for anything. He hurriedly scanned his surroundings.

He did not seem to be in the confines of a harem; there were no bars, no other men. There was nothing that seemed dangerous, only open glass doors that led out to a massive balcony and curtains brushing softly over the mosaic floor. Bright sunlight streamed in through the window, stopping just short of the bed he lay on, and outside he could hear birds cheerfully going about their day without regard for human fears and concerns.

He slowly rolled over and checked the rest of the room. No one was in sight, but his eyes widened at the size of the room and of the bed. Both were massive. The room was larger than the whole ground floor of the little house Jaden had grown up in, and its luxurious appointments and quiet good taste radiated wealth. Beautiful hangings adorned the great stone walls; thick, rich carpets lined the intricate mosaic floor; and the furniture looked to be generations old and was of such quality as Jaden had never seen.

The bed was big enough for six people at least, and he felt lost in it, like a child. Its coverings, in rich shades of copper and brown, felt like silk against his skin, and by the looks of the material, it might truly be silk—something he had only had the privilege to touch once before in his life. He sat up then, gaping at it all like the poor boy he had always been. Even Mailyn and the wealthy people he had known had owned nothing like this. It was like another world entirely.

The open doors of the terrace called to him, the possibility of escape ever present in his mind. He started to slide off the massive bed with some difficulty as his head spun. It wasn’t until he heard the faint clink of metal that finally he felt his bindings. He looked down and froze in place when he saw the ornate cuff that bound his ankle, attached to a silver chain that snaked across the floor to a ring embedded in the wall. He reached down to tug on it, for it looked so delicate, unable to hold him. It was then that he saw the matching cuff on the other ankle and the delicate bracelets upon his wrists. Cautiously he put a hand to his throat, and sure enough, a filigree collar marked what he was. Jaden’s eyes widened in horror and he pulled upon all his bindings in turn with deep revulsion. Though they were delicate, they were made of a metal that was extremely strong; his best efforts did not make them yield at all.

He fought with them for some time, too stubborn to give in immediately, but in the end, he remained exactly where he had begun—chained at his new master’s mercy, bound to a man who was reputed to have none.

He took a deep, shaky breath and tried to bring himself under control. Whatever else may happen, he had survived the first taking, and surely that was something. He flushed a little as memory came in vivid flashes of what exactly had happened in that bath the night before. Survived was perhaps not the perfect description. Despite his own reluctance, the emperor had not beaten him nor given him undue pain.

With memory came the knowledge of discomfort. His ass throbbed as he moved, and he grimaced in distaste at the realization that his master’s seed probably still resided deep in his body, marking him, tainting him. Still, he had known true pain in the last years. Despite his hatred and fear of his new master, he could not say that he had been deliberately harmed more than was needful in the taking. Certainly, so far the leader of Tranaden had been more merciful than Mailyn. Not that that could continue.

Jaden shakily gained his feet, tried to ignore his bonds, and with faltering steps made his way across the floor to the open welcome of the glass doors. He stood just within them, suddenly halted by the length of his chain. He tugged viciously on it and felt the bite of metal on his ankle. But it held easily, and he subsided with a grunt of anger. He stared outside blindly for long moments until he could come back to himself and take in the beauty before him.

He quickly realized that even without his chain, there would be no escape from this room. The sound of the birds came from  below the balcony. He could just see the tips of several massive legendary Tranaden oaks he had heard so much about. If those trees were below him, then this room was remarkably high, and short of flying, he certainly would not be able to free himself.

The chain was most likely meant to ensure he would not fling himself over the railing. His lips twisted bitterly. That thought was not his…yet. To take his own life would be mere selfishness. He had a duty to his sister to live. Somehow he had to endure, to find a way to free himself and find her. If he could find a way to lull his captor into believing he was compliant, then perhaps his chains would be removed. For Yamina, he would do whatever it took to escape.

As time passed and no one came, Jaden snatched a pillow from the bed and sat cross-legged upon it as close to the open doors as the chain allowed. From here he could see the sky and feel the breeze upon his skin. He could hear the birds and occasionally see them wheeling in the air with joy in their movements. He could only envy their freedom.

His stomach growled unhappily. As if that were a cue, all of a sudden the double doors across the suite swung open, and several servants appeared carrying trays of food. They ignored Jaden, tending to their business with single-minded absorption as they set the food down on a large ornate table on the right side of the room.

The tantalizing smells wafted to Jaden, and he began to drool despite his proud efforts to ignore it all. He was so desperately hungry and thirsty.
 All this activity seemed orchestrated by a small man of undetermined age who bustled about, his voice biting as he chivied the servants to hurry yet do it perfectly. Jaden saw one of the girls roll her eyes behind the man’s back. He had to turn away to hide a sudden rush of humor.
 The man was all too similar in temperament to many of the servants of Mailyn’s harem—self-important and miserable with it, trying to force others to see them as leaders. His thoughts wandered as he returned to his quiet contemplation of the outdoors and its lure of freedom.
 A blow to the back of Jaden’s head sent him off the pillow and to his knees. He whirled on all fours, looking like a beast of prey as he snarled his rage. The small man had obviously not expected such a violent reaction, for he leapt back with a yelp, his wide eyes fastened on the man-beast before him. He recovered quickly, straightening his uniform with annoyed jerks of his hands before glaring at Jaden.
 “So,  you are his new toy. I would have thought His Imperial Majesty could have had better at his disposal than you. His harem contains only the most beautiful, cultured slaves.”
 Jaden’s snarl echoed in the room as he rose to his full height, his eyes narrowed with fury. No son-of-a-bitch servant was going to treat him like this, regardless of his status in this household. Jaden would probably get a beating for this, but at the moment it seemed worth it.
 The small man let out an  eep of alarm and danced backward in some haste toward the doorway. Obviously knowing exactly how far Jaden’s chain would reach, he stopped there and sneered, trying to regain his tattered pride.
 “Filthy Astorian. Your kind should not be here; Astorians bring nothing but grief and trouble. When I tell the emperor what you have done…”
 “Tell me of what, Ignis?” The emperor’s calm, cool voice sliced into the tension of the moment, making both Ignis and Jaden freeze in place. Jaden’s stomach clenched as he held his breath. The emperor strode casually into the room, removing his leather gloves as he did so. His eyes were focused on the table full of food. “Is there a problem I should know of?”
 Jaden drew a deep, shuddering breath as he fixed his gaze upon his new master. In the light of day the emperor seemed so…normal. He was not paying attention to Jaden; it was evident that he was hungry as any man might be. He still radiated the power that was so much part of him. His face still held no warmth, but here and now, he did not seem the demon that Jaden believed him to be.
 Recovering, Ignis gave a malicious smirk in Jaden’s direction. “Your new slave tried to attack me, Your Imperial Majesty. I think…”
 The emperor seated himself at the table with lithe grace and turned to face the other occupants of the room; his cold brown gaze passed over both Jaden and Ignis as he arched one eyebrow in query. “Jaden, is this true?”
 Jaden’s fists clenched, but Mailyn’s torments had taught him well. For a slave to speak back, even to a servant… He knew all too well the punishments involved. It took everything in him to bow his head in submission, jaw clenched with the rage he fought to hide. “Yes… Master.”
 “Ah.” The single word seemed to contain so much more meaning. The emperor’s piercing gaze regarded Jaden with cool intensity. “Look at me, Jaden.”
 With a deeply drawn breath, Jaden looked up, calling upon all his courage to meet those eyes and waiting for the punishment he was certain would be inflicted. The emperor watched his expression in silence before a small smile tilted the corners of his mouth. Jaden’s heart jolted in fear.
 The emperor’s hawklike gaze swung to Ignis, who was watching the byplay with a smug expression, eagerly awaiting the slave’s punishment. “You did not do anything to incite him, did you, Ignis?” The question hung in the air for a long moment. Both Jaden and Ignis stared at the emperor in disbelief.
 Ignis’s squawk of outrage pierced the air. “I did no such thing, my lord. I only…”
 The emperor held up a hand, silencing his servant immediately. His tone was calm and cool but with a faint bite to it that gave warning. “Do not mistake Jaden for the others, Ignis. He is nothing like them. He is a wolf, and they are lambs.”
 Jaden was speechless with confusion, and Ignis was reduced to sputtering excuses and nurturing his outrage with further protestations of innocence.
 “Enough.” The emperor’s command pierced Ignis’s outpourings like a sword. “You will respect his space. You will tell the others also. He is dangerous, and you will treat him with the respect due any wild thing. Is that clear?”
 Ignis bowed, shaking. It was clear to Jaden that the servant knew the emperor’s flat tone only too well and had enough sense to seek to avoid it.
 “Yes, my liege. I will inform the others of your orders.” He bowed respectfully and stepped backward to the door, shooting a last glare in Jaden’s direction when the emperor turned back to his food.
 Jaden curled a lip in response. His fists slowly unclenched as the doors closed and he was left alone with his new master. His wondering gaze turned back to the emperor. He had expected degradation, to be made to bow to even the lowest of servants. But with those few words, the man had given Jaden back more of his selfrespect than even Galen had ever managed.
 “Come, Jaden. I know you are hungry and thirsty.”
 Jaden took a tentative step forward, wary of the emperor’s cool command but hungry enough to obey. As long as he was obedient, his new master seemed lenient enough, but he had no doubt what would happen if he was the least bit disrespectful. Ignis was proof of that. The emperor was a ruler to his fingertips, and no one was allowed to question that.
 The emperor gestured with one hand to a pillow at his feet, and although Jaden wanted to feel anger at the position, he knew his place here. Whatever he himself felt inside, to this man, he was slave and had best act like one, or else the emperor’s leniency would swiftly disappear. Jaden was not a fool, no matter what else he may believe of himself. He’d had the foolishness beaten out of him a long time ago. Now there was only survival.
 He sank down cautiously upon the thick pillow and arranged himself on his knees. He knew the way of it. He was expected to kiss the hand that fed him, bow to the ground for each scrap. But he blinked in confusion when the emperor handed down to him a plate of bread, various cheeses, and a simple omelet, along with a large mug of water.
 After putting the water on the floor, Jaden balanced the plate on his lap, tensing as the emperor leaned toward him…to offer a fork. Jaden stared at the utensil in his master’s hand for long moments before looking up at him without comprehension.
 “It is a fork, Jaden. That is all.” The emperor pressed it into his hand, then turned back to his own meal.
 Jaden could not take his eyes off the utensil clutched in his fingers. It was just a fork…and yet it was so much more than that. It was the first time he had been allowed to eat like a civilized man since his enslavement. Tears rose behind his lids. He fought them down, angry at himself for the weakness.
 He bent his head and focused on eating the fluffy omelet slowly, treasuring every tasty mouthful. It was pure heaven, and he did not realize he had vocalized his pleasure until the emperor cupped his chin and leaned down to kiss him.
 “If you continue with those intensely erotic noises, my wolf, I am afraid you will not finish your meal. Nor will I.” A faint smile curved his lips, and his brown eyes were amused, without inner darkness for that moment in time.
 Jaden could feel a flush heat his cheeks as he realized what he had been doing, but he did not jerk away from the casual touch. It was worth more than his life to disobey. His master was being almost kind, but that could change in a heartbeat.
 He stared into those intense eyes and swallowed hard. His muscles trembled faintly as he prepared himself to be hauled to the great bed. He wished he had at least drunk some of the water…
 The emperor leaned back and drew long fingers lingeringly down Jaden’s cheek before turning back to his meal. “Eat, Jaden. You are too thin. I know that bitch does not feed her slaves properly.”
 Jaden swiftly took a drink of water with the headiness of relief, then grasped the fork again, but he paused as a thought struck him. “Master?”
 The emperor looked down at him as he broke a bread bun in half to be buttered. “Yes, Jaden?”
 Jaden savored the use of his own name when for so long he had been forced to answer to another. “With all respect, Master, what of the other slave who came with me? Rem. Is he all right?”
 His master’s lips quirked, and he drew his fingers through Jaden’s hair in a soothing caress that seemed to belie his normally cold visage. “He is fine, my wolf. He got to eat before you did, even though he had not endured such strenuous activity as you had…”
 Jaden had to look down again, feeling even more color heat his cheeks. How could he reconcile the emperor’s behavior with what he had so long expected? It did not seem to match at all… The fingers gave a last gentle tug of his hair, then left him. There was only the sound of two hungry men eating then—a calm, almost soothing peace in the room.
 Several minutes later, Jaden still felt hungry though he had swept the plate spotlessly clean. He sat staring mournfully at the piece of crockery as though it might suddenly produce more food. Nothing seemed to escape the emperor’s notice; he laughed a little as he took the plate from Jaden’s fingers.
 “Soon I will give you more, Jaden, but for now, you must be a little careful. Too much rich food after what you have endured will only make you desperately ill. That is not precisely what I want you feeling right now.” He leaned down and casually unsnapped the chain from Jaden’s ankle. Jaden had been utterly unable to free himself, and this man did it so easily. It was yet another reminder of the legendary strength the emperor possessed.
 The emperor presented Jaden with another mug of fresh, cold water, which he eagerly downed—his thirst seemingly endless. When he finished, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His inner sense of peace vanished as he saw the emperor rise and walk to the bed, unfastening his uniform as he went.
 Jaden tensed, hoping against hope that this time would be as free of brutality as it had been in the bathing room. He was still tender within, and a hard taking— Still, there was nothing to do but face whatever his master had planned, so he rose to his feet, hoping the emperor had not noticed his brief pause.
 His master finished disrobing, rummaged in the drawer of a small table by the bed, and fished out a bottle of oil, which he placed strategically within reach. Then with lithe grace, he lay down upon the bed, his black hair splaying out over the copper-colored sheets. He rolled to his side and propped up his head with one hand so he could watch Jaden. His expression held cool watchfulness as he beckoned his slave to join him.
 With a pounding heart and sweat-dampened palms, Jaden did so, trying to swallow his own fear, control it. He could do this. This man had shown more care of him so far than any other person but Galen. If Jaden kept him pleased with his obedience, perhaps—just maybe—his lenience would continue. Jaden was not foolish enough to test the waters and see how far the emperor could be tried. He could bear what he already had; it was far superior to what he had endured with Mailyn.
 Jaden knelt upon the softness of the bed, his uncertain eyes meeting his master’s as he waited for orders. The emperor turned onto his back, his long limbs sprawling comfortably, and never took his attention from Jaden. His right hand stroked his slave’s cheek, then slid firmly up into his thick hair, closing in it as he urged Jaden down.
 Jaden bent to the silent command, his attention veering to his new task. Before him lay the emperor’s massive shaft, for the moment lying half-hard against his dark thigh. It twitched as Jaden looked at it, engorging still more, eagerly awaiting his touch.
 Swallowing hard, Jaden put out his hand and gently grasped it. He was amazed at the sheer heat and weight of it against his palm. The skin slid over the hardness beneath, silk over steel, and the veins became prominent as it began to swell to its full potential.
 Jaden froze when the emperor touched his other hand, but it was only to press a small bottle of oil into his grip, nothing more dangerous. Jaden was rather proud of his ability to control his faint trembling enough to pour the oil into his palm without spilling any onto the fine sheets. He warmed it a little, then gently grasped his quarry once more.
 He began to slowly pump the shaft, his hand loosening on the upstroke and tightening on the downstroke. It throbbed under his fingers like an entity of its own. The emperor let out a small gasp as the warmth engulfed his heated length, his hands crumpling the sheets between spasming fingers as Jaden slowly pumped his master’s shaft.
 “Yes,” the emperor hissed, eyes half lidded in pleasure as he watched Jaden. His hungry gaze was fixed on his slave’s uncertain expression. “Take it in your mouth, Jaden. Show me what you can do.”
 Jaden swallowed with difficulty, wondering why he was not more repulsed by the command. Carefully not looking at his master, he bent his head to lick delicately at the tip, where already a small pearl of liquid glistened. It did not taste as bitter as Galen’s seed had; it was sweeter, more male in a way Jaden could not describe. After his first tentative lick, he sought more and found himself wanting to taste it again, so he suckled gently on the broad head while still stroking the massive base.
 The emperor’s hips flexed, and a faint hum of approval sounded in his throat as his avid gaze continued to watch his slave’s actions. The tip of Jaden’s tongue found a new small smear of seed and eagerly followed it to the source, dipping into the slit, seeking more.
 Jaden’s master gasped as his tongue delved deeper, gradually forcing the tiny hole to widen. The emperor’s hand plunged into Jaden’s hair, urging him lower. Jaden complied, abandoning the tempting flavor to gradually engulf his master’s hot shaft in his mouth. He felt the pulsing of the veins on his tongue, like a heart beating. It tasted musky, intensely male, with something that was unique to this man. Jaden drew a deep breath through his nose, hardly aware he was doing so but somehow wanting, needing, to take in the scent.
 He closed his eyes, savoring the taste and smell. As he leaned closer, he found he was no longer reluctant but instead curious. Indeed, he felt his own shaft harden without touch, something he could not remember it doing since his capture. Jaden whimpered at his own body’s response and pressed his tongue along the large vein on the underside of the emperor’s shaft. The organ pulsed and jumped under the stimulation. The emperor’s hand stroked his hair—stroked. Not pulling, not forcing, but stroking! Jaden bent closer in reward and swallowed his master down as far as he was able, gently twisting and pumping the rest with his hand.
 His master arched as Jaden began to suck, his tongue simultaneously stroking and pressing. Jaden felt himself harden further just from listening to the breathless moans of the man he was pleasuring. The sound was sweet to his ears, and the small aborted jerks of the powerful hips beneath his face showed that what he was doing was very much appreciated. Instead of feeling debased and humiliated, for the first time Jaden felt a little bit powerful, a little bit like he had control. This man that the rest of the world feared was reacting to him—Jaden. Jaden was the one in his bed. Jaden was the one giving him pleasure, making him react.
 It was heady for a man who for so long had no control whatsoever, no encouragement or praise. Jaden knew this could not last, but for this moment, it was good. Very good.
 Remembering what Galen had done to him and what had felt good in the past, he began to bob his head; then on the upstroke, he paused just below the head and teased the tenderness there with the roughness of his tongue. The emperor moaned and writhed, his fingers flexing in Jaden’s hair but never giving true pain.
 Jaden gently cradled the emperor’s heavy balls in his other hand, rolling them in their sac, feeling the heat and weight of them. He watched, fascinated, as ripples moved across the wrinkled flesh in response to his touch. They felt ripe and full of seed. Jaden shivered at the thought that soon, very soon, that seed would be inside him, either in his mouth or his ass. For once the thought did not seem so terrible.
 He sucked harder, letting his tongue encircle the broad plum-shaped head, feeling its spongy texture and marveling at its size. Jaden found it very hard to believe that this monster had been inside his own body and had actually fit. As he felt it now, touching it intimately, such a thing seemed utterly impossible.
 The emperor let out a low groan deep in his throat and pulled Jaden away. His dark eyes glittered with lust as he pulled his new slave up and kissed him, seeming to enjoy tasting his own seed. With a growl, he turned Jaden beneath him. Jaden responded without thought, and the kiss deepened. Their tongues dueled and fought with each other in pleasurable combat; then the emperor knelt up, easily picking up Jaden’s hips and arranging them on his lap.
 Jaden held his breath, watching as the emperor applied more oil to his twitching shaft, making it glisten in the light as it pulsed, preparing. The emperor’s powerful hands placed Jaden’s legs over his. Then he aimed his shaft, placing it against Jaden’s tender hole.
 The entrance to Jaden’s body slowly gave way to the pressure; the tiny hole stretched to accommodate the invasion, allowing the head gradually disappear into Jaden’s heated channel. The emperor threw his head back for a moment, eyes closed in evident bliss. Then he looked back down at his slave with glittering eyes. Jaden tried to meet that look, his lower lip held between his teeth as he tried to bear the sudden stretching.
 The thick shaft continued to play at Jaden’s entrance for long moments, carefully spreading the oil. Then it began a slow, inexorable slide into Jaden’s body, never stopping. Jaden writhed and clutched helplessly at the sheets, his eyes wide as he focused on the invasion within him. He panted and tried to control the spasming as his body fought back and tried to expel the massive intruder. There was no hope of that; the emperor grasped Jaden’s hips firmly, pulling him down, impaling him even more deeply than before, if that were possible.
 When at last the emperor’s large, hot balls nestled firmly against Jaden’s own, only then did the advance halt. Jaden’s vision gradually cleared enough that he could meet his master’s eyes, and what he saw made his own shaft twitch despite the pain. Possession. Fierce, total possession. Never had anyone looked at Jaden like that, like they owned him far more than in body only. Like they saw clear through to his soul and would claim even that.
 Fear thrummed through Jaden’s mind; this was no man to be satisfied with just a body. He would demand much more—much, much more. His possession would be so complete that Jaden would lose the last vestiges of his self, his soul. Terror made Jaden shiver with denial, yet at the same time he felt a quiver of something else entirely. Something that responded to that intense dominant presence with a need that went to the very depths of his mind.
 This man would make him give all, but what would the emperor give in return? Anything at all? Or would he leave Jaden a broken shell of a man? Such care as the emperor had shown so far did not seem the acts of a madman. Who was this man, really? It was increasingly difficult to reconcile the man Jaden was dealing with, with the man spoken of with such hatred, the man who had conquered his country.
 Jaden looked deeper to try to see into those eyes, but they were bottomless and gave nothing away. The emperor’s hard hands pulled him tightly against his balls as he thrust hard and deep. Jaden arched and let out a keening wail as he was pierced to the core, his body mercilessly stretched. Each thrust was slower in the withdrawal yet hard and fast in the impalement. A twisting motion of the emperor’s hips made the invader pound against that spot in Jaden’s body, the one that made him cry out more loudly, the one that made him see spots. The pleasure was so intense that it seemed like pain, or was it the other way round?
 His legs hung helplessly over the emperor’s arms, and he could feel the flex of those arms as they easily pulled him hard onto each thrust. The sheets dragged over his spine with each movement; his body jerked back and forth as he was pierced over and over. He could not seem to free his eyes from his master’s stare. It was like he was controlled in some fashion, and he could not stop watching the expressions that flashed across the emperor’s normally cold visage.
 When a deep growl sounded from the emperor’s throat, he leaned over Jaden, closed his teeth painfully upon Jaden’s neck, and suckled hard—marking him. Jaden could not stop himself; he came, harder even than the night before, his body helplessly pulsing around the shaft still pounding into him. His hot cream splashed onto his belly and chest, and he cried out as he felt the emperor hum with pleasure and rub his body over Jaden’s so that the cum bathed them both in heat.
 The emperor’s teeth clenched harder. It stung, but Jaden did not fight. His body was limp and sated, his mind dazed at what had just occurred. His master finally released his brutal grip and licked at the wound. A sound of approval rumbled in his throat as he observed the vivid mark decorating Jaden’s neck. Then he leaned back and pumped harder into Jaden’s limp body. Short, sharp puffs of breath escaped his lips, and his fingers flexed upon Jaden’s hips. His movements suddenly became erratic, his body shaking. Then he gave a sharp cry of triumph, pinning Jaden’s body close as his seed spurted deep. Heat pooled in the depths of Jaden’s body.
 Jaden could only watch, too worn out to move, as the emperor slowly came down from his orgasm. The man’s fingers stroked lazily, possessively over Jaden’s form; then he leaned back a little and moved his hips slowly. Jaden could imagine what the emperor saw as he watched his gradually softening shaft move in and out of Jaden’s reddened entrance.
 Jaden moaned, feebly trying to move away from the sensations; they were too much in his current state. The emperor smiled more gently than Jaden would have imagined was possible, then gradually pulled farther out. He played a little at Jaden’s entrance, perhaps enjoying the sensations on the head of his shaft, before withdrawing totally.
 Jaden hissed as his channel was finally freed; he felt it slowly contract as it tried to recover from its overstretching. To his dim amazement, a kiss landed on his forehead, and the emperor pulled him close against his dark-skinned body and pillowed Jaden’s head against his hard chest. Jaden heard the emperor’s heart rate gradually slow, and although he couldn’t really rationalize why, he felt soothed by the sound and drifted slowly into sleep.

Chapter Four

Jaden woke with a groan. As he tried to roll over, pain exploded in his backside. He went limp as he opened his eyes. It took long moments for his brain to clear enough that he could make sense of his surroundings. Through the windows he could see what seemed to be the half light of early dawn, meaning he had slept for a good, long time in his exhaustion.

He stretched a little, wincing, then sat up, trying to roll onto his hip rather than his butt. He rose to his feet and noticed that the chain had been reattached to his ankle cuff. But that was not of prime importance at the moment. Another need was prominent. With a groan, he rose from the bed to attend to his needs, shuffling as quickly as his sore body would allow toward the room’s ornate bathroom.

Jaden did his business with a great sigh of relief. Washing his hands and his face seemed to revive him somewhat, and he went back to the bedroom with clearer thoughts. The glass doors to the balcony had been closed against the chill of the night, and although Jaden longed to open them, he knew better. He would have to find out whether such a thing was permitted first.

He saw no sign of the emperor, though it was obviously very early in the morning. There had been no residual heat left in the bed either. He had been gone for a while.
 Thoughts of the day before made Jaden flush. He could scarcely believe that it had been him acting so needy…so wanton. It had been so intense, so… He shook his head, feeling a certain panic rise at his own thoughts. He had to get his head on straight, had to remember who the emperor was and what he had done. He had to stay sharp if he was going to escape and set about finding Yamina.

He wandered the room, attempting to stretch out his sore muscles and trying to find things that might help him understand the enigma that was his new master. One whole wall of the bedroom was lined with a massive dark wood bookcase filled with books. Jaden traced the ornate carvings that trimmed the bookcase’s edges with one finger, awed at the talent of the unknown carver. When he turned his attention to the books, he found them mostly on politics and history. Some were about the topic of Tranaden itself, many on other countries that bordered it. It seemed the emperor liked to keep himself up on his enemies’ histories and cultures. No foolish insulated tyrant here. No wonder Tranaden was the bane of the western world. An intelligent leader was half the battle.

On several of the Tranaden historical books, the same name seemed to be prominent. Jaden tilted his head to read it more clearly. When he recognized the crest stamped beside it and read the date, he realized with a little jolt that the emperor himself had written them.

A man of many talents… Jaden could not help but be impressed and he read the name again, half whispering it.
 “Dersai Ansel Melisande the Fourth.” He put out a long finger and traced over the words, a little frown forming between his eyebrows. Knowing the emperor’s name made the man seem more real, less a legend.
 “You read?”
 Jaden gasped in horror. He wheeled immediately around, dropped to his knees on the hard floor, and bent forward to touch his head to the cold stone. His heart pounded with dread, and he tensed, waiting for the punishment he knew he deserved for touching an object without permission.
 He heard boots on the floor coming closer, and he closed his eyes, wondering frantically how he had not heard his master’s approach. He was growing lax. When the boots stopped before him, Jaden braced himself, only to freeze when fingers ruffled his hair and the boots moved on.
 “No need for such dramatics, Jaden. I will tell you if you are not allowed to touch certain things. Get up now.”
 Jaden raised his head, looking at his master with a combination of shock and residual fear. The emperor sighed a little. He looked tired, Jaden thought inconsequentially, as though he had already done much this morning.
 At another impatient flick of one of the emperor’s long-fingered hands, Jaden rose uncertainly, waiting for the trick this generosity must be. He approached his master with tense body and wary eyes, but the emperor merely gestured to the pillow at his feet. Jaden knelt, still waiting for a blow, but it never came. Instead the emperor tugged gently on Jaden’s hair, arranging him so that he leaned on his master’s leg.
 Jaden heard a faint huff of breath above him and felt the emperor relax back into the chair as he gently petted his slave’s head as though it calmed him. Jaden gradually calmed as well, feeling a certain wonder. Maybe his new master was just trying to trick him into obedience, but for the moment, his kindness or tolerance— whichever it was—seemed to be continuing. Jaden would take it as it came. This touch was tolerable, even pleasant, and it was so very different from what Jaden had suffered through in the past. For this moment, he decided to accept things as they came, because miraculously, his circumstances—for this span of time at least— seemed to have improved markedly.
 “I will send you for training starting today, Jaden. You will be taught the tasks of a personal servant, and your place will be here with me.” The emperor used his fingers to tilt Jaden’s chin up until he had to look into those dark eyes. “I expect you to do well in your learning. Is that clear?”
 Jaden swallowed hard, then nodded. The emperor smiled, but the exhaustion in his eyes and manner did not wane. He laid his head back again, still stroking Jaden’s hair.
 “Here you will not think of me as emperor. You will think of me as Dersai or Master. I will not have my title here in my private rooms. I do not want it following me here.” His tone was harsh with conviction.
 Though he was confused, Jaden nodded. Shouldn’t his master be proud of the title? Shouldn’t he be using it every moment to confirm what he was? Everyone Jaden knew of would have been hammering the title of emperor down on everyone’s heads, using it to throw their weight around. This man was a complete enigma. He acted nothing like the dreaded Tranaden leader Jaden had encountered in the past. He certainly had the presence, but his actions did not match his reputation at all.
 Jaden sighed, feeling the heat of his master’s leg along his ribs. This man was confusing to say the least. Jaden only hoped he could find a way to be obedient enough to keep this current leniency in place. In that moment he realized he would do almost anything to have the way this man treated him continue. He stiffened at the thought. Why was it becoming more difficult to remember his goal?
 He grimaced to himself. He did not feel like the wolf the emperor—his master—had named him. He was tired and tamed, and so far this man had given him nothing more to fight against. He was not a gentle man, true, but he had so far treated Jaden better than any other had before him. There was nothing to fuel Jaden’s anger and hatred.
 The emperor’s wolf seemed more like a pet dog.
 He grimaced. He was a fool if he thought there was true kindness in such a man as the emperor. Sooner or later, the true colors of the man would show. Jaden needed to keep that in the forefront of his thoughts and never let down his guard.
 It was a slave’s only hope for survival.

* * *

The training over the next few weeks taught him everything he would need to do to keep his master happy. Everything from massage, to bathing, to dressing him in formal uniforms. Those parts were easy enough, though Jaden had to endure the jealousy of the servants who were his teachers. Luckily Jaden’s size and strength seemed to intimidate them a little, plus they already seemed wary of him; Ignis had probably been talking. So the trouble was limited to snide comments and mocking laughter. That he could survive. They were no worse than those in Mailyn’s harem.

But more importantly, the time he spent in training gave him opportunity to study the people, the palace itself, its inner workings and layout. He noted each detail and stored it away in his memory. If he ever had the opportunity to escape, such information would be vital.

As to his master’s harem, Jaden had not to his knowledge met any of them. The servants he had dealt with all seemed to be of the ordinary ilk; none claimed to be of the harem, and if they were, certainly that little tidbit would have been flung at him as the weeks passed.

For the first week, Jaden’s master had bedded him at least twice a day, but for the last two weeks, he had been gone somewhere with his elite guard, and Jaden had slept alone.

To his confusion and surprise, he found himself missing the warmth of the other man. He missed his touches—not necessarily the sexual ones, but the touches when his master would hold him and stroke him into sleep. Jaden had never known such gentleness in his life, and his mind craved the closeness of another.

It was not the same as it had been with Galen. True, Jaden had grown to care for the other man, but it had been through necessity and strife. What Jaden felt for the emperor was far more complex. He could have hated the emperor as he hated Mailyn. Indeed he should have hated him; after all, had he not captured Jaden in the first place and sold him and his sister into slavery so long ago? Had he not killed Jaden’s captain? But there seemed so little link of those happenings to Jaden’s current state, and after the hell Jaden had gone through in the intervening time, he felt starved of the need for normalcy, for something, anything that was not pain every day. He had rebelled against Mailyn the only way that he could—in his mind. But here…here he found it difficult to fight when everything was so much better than he’d ever had before.

He could not understand his master or this place, but so far his slavery was light and strangely, in the emperor’s case, without humiliation or pain. This, Jaden could survive, but when he was in his master’s presence, there was something else, something tentative and wary between them, but it was insistent all the same. Jaden could not understand what this something was, but it was not rebellion, fear, or anger, and it confused him greatly.

On this particular day, Jaden had finished his lessons and was wandering his master’s rooms restlessly, needing more exercise, more physical challenge than he could find in the slave’s quarters, where he was watched and judged every moment. Finally in desperation he lay on the floor and distracted himself by doing stretches, then running through various strength training exercises he had been taught as a soldier. Push-ups and sit-ups drained his excess energy; then he did cooldown exercises and more stretching.

He rejoiced in the freedom to do this again. For so long he had had no privacy to achieve this. He had never dared let down his guard in Mailyn’s harem for a moment, certainly not enough to do this. After he stood up, he felt the muscles of his calves and the backs of his thighs protest as he bent and touched his fingers to the floor. The burn felt good.
 “The gods are kind today that I receive such a vision upon my return.” The emperor’s voice was fervently teasing, lighter than Jaden had ever heard it. Jaden straightened so fast he gave himself vertigo and had to reach to the wall to steady himself. He could feel his face flaming with color he could not control as he thought of how he must have looked, ass to the door, everything hanging…

His master laughed a little, not mockingly but still teasing. Then he came forward, pushed Jaden back against the wall, and leaned down to claim his lips. Jaden whimpered under the assault and found his own hands coming up to clutch the Emper—Dersai’s uniform of their own free will and his mouth willingly kissing back as though he could not help himself.

Dersai hummed approvingly, and Jaden felt a subtle tension ease out of his body as his master deepened the kiss, his tongue invading every portion of Jaden’s mouth and claiming it for his own. Heat pooled in Jaden’s groin, and he could not help moaning into the kiss.
 “I missed you, my wolf,” Dersai whispered as he broke the kiss to nibble down Jaden’s throat. “I actually had a reason to return more swiftly with you here.” Warmth spread through Jaden at the words, and he arched up, responding more actively to his master.
 “Yes…” Dersai hissed, his eyes lighting with fire. With a surge of strength that awed Jaden, he lifted his slave seemingly without effort and pinned him against the wall. Jaden instinctively wrapped his legs around Dersai’s hips and felt as the other man reached between their bodies, unfastened his uniform pants, and freed his shaft. It pulsed against Jaden, hot and hard, and to his astonishment, he wanted it. He wanted to feel it inside him, wanted to be fucked hard and deep.
 Dersai spit into his hand and prepared Jaden’s entrance, then spit again to lube his own shaft before positioning it and pressing in. Jaden moaned, throwing his head back. He had not had this for two weeks now and had tightened somewhat. This was the first time his master had taken him without stretching him first, yet the burn seemed right, the pain just a precursor to the pleasure that would come.
 As Dersai slowly lowered Jaden onto his shaft, his avid stare was fixed on his slave’s expression, his body tense with lust and need. When he was seated as far as he could go, he lowered Jaden a little more on the wall, then began to thrust upward hard and fast, grunting with each movement.
 Jaden cried out softly, feeling the incredibly erotic sensation of being taken this way. His master’s strength impressed him. He could feel the chill of the wall against his back and the slight abrasion that each thrust created. His feeling of helplessness was not unpleasant; he knew that this man would not take advantage of his vulnerability to hurt him. Pinned as he was, he could not really move, could only writhe on his impalement and vocalize his approval. He braced his hands on Dersai’s arms and felt the flex of muscles with each thrust.
 Finally he could wait no longer and leaned forward as much as his position allowed. He touched his master’s face before kissing him fervently. Dersai moaned and suckled Jaden’s tongue. His body rubbed over Jaden’s hardened cock with each movement, and Jaden felt heat rise to engulf and consume him. He ended the kiss to breathe again and arched. His keening cries echoed through the room.
 “Come, Jaden. Come on me.” Dersai’s voice was hoarse with passion and need, and he gave a particularly deep thrust that went straight to Jaden’s core and tipped him over the edge. Jaden let out a strangled scream. His channel pulsed around Dersai’s shaft. The other man gritted his teeth, face stark with sensation.
 Dersai gasped, and Jaden weakly echoed the sound when he felt his hot cream spurting between their heated bodies. Dersai thrust erratically several more times, panting. When Dersai’s release exploded, he froze, and Jaden felt the pulses and the heat of Dersai’s seed deep within his body.
 Dersai closed his eyes for a moment, letting the aftereffects wash over him; then he gently pulled out from Jaden and lowered him until he could stand on shaky legs. With an arm around his slave, Dersai helped them both to the bed, where they collapsed in a sweaty heap and curled around each other.
 Silence reigned for a few moments. Then Jaden’s wry tone overthrew it. “Welcome back, my master.”
 Dersai chuckled, perhaps pleased at this sign of Jaden’s natural humor, and kissed him softly. “A welcome indeed.”

* * *

Later that afternoon, Dersai beckoned Jaden to follow him and opened a door on the far side of the room. Beyond it lay an area obviously intended for martial arts and exercise. There was a mat floor and various wooden weapons arrayed on one wall. Weights and running equipment lined another.
 Jaden stopped in astonishment, then looked inquiringly at his master.

“You are a man of action, my wolf. To keep you penned with nothing to do is cruelty indeed. In time…” Dersai paused, then stopped whatever he had been going to say. “Till then, this will help. You received training when you were in the military, yes?” Dersai gestured to the wooden weapons.

Jaden stiffened a little at this reminder of the past, the first time Dersai had brought up the subject, but he was too stunned at this sudden gift to be able to raise true anger. “I did, Master, but…” He hardly knew how to respond to this amazing development.

“Good. I like to spar in the morning and ground myself with exercise for the day. I will work with you. With time, you will be back to fighting trim and much happier for it.”

He walked up and tilted Jaden’s chin for a kiss. “Feel free to use any of this whenever you wish.” He stroked his thumb over Jaden’s cheek. A grin lit up Dersai’s face as he leaned down and whispered in Jaden’s ear, “I will enjoy seeing you in here, sweat glistening, muscles straining. Yes, very much enjoy…”

Jaden felt a flush color his cheeks, and he cursed under his breath, unable to completely withhold a smile as Dersai actually laughed. It was a beautiful laugh, and Jaden had the strong feeling it was rarely heard. A warm feeling grew in his chest at the knowledge that he himself had provoked it. No matter what this master of his showed the world, there was a man under the cloak of the emperor—a man far, far different than the world realized.

Jaden was not slow to take advantage of the wonderful gift he had been presented. Only minutes after his master left on business, he was in the room, circling around, touching objects, and putting them back, unable to even decide where to begin. It was like getting back another part of himself, and it was strange that the man he had hated for so long was the one who had begun to put Jaden back together again, had begun to heal him.

It was so far away from what he had endured under Mailyn’s brutal rule that he could not help but be grateful. And yet here… Who would have thought that he would find a part of himself returned by the dreaded emperor of Tranaden, the one that the entire known world feared? How could there be such a difference between what the world perceived and what Jaden had experienced firsthand?

Jaden sighed deep and long. Once again, the urge to just enjoy what he had right now washed over him. He did not know how long this pleasantness would continue, but he was damn well going to revel in it, use it to build his inner strength. When he was strong enough, he would speak to Dersai. Perhaps, just maybe, his master might care enough to help him with Yamina. Perhaps escape was not the only option at hand.

His mind shied from the thought of leaving for a reason he could not yet fathom, and with a huff of inner exasperation, he moved toward the weights. After a complete regimen of stretches to prepare himself, he started off with lighter weights, knowing he would have to build himself back up to what he had been before. The stretch and burn felt good, and his body hummed with approval. It had been deprived of proper exercise for too long.

When at last he deemed it enough, not wishing to injure his weakened muscles, he moved to the running equipment. As he set his pace to a slow jog, he felt a rare smile coming to his lips. It was like returning to himself, shedding what he had been forced to become. Yes, he was still a slave, he told himself, his smile fading somewhat. But there were degrees of slavehood, and right now, he felt this degree as being good and right. There would be time enough later to worry of other things; right now belonged to his body, feeling it move again, stretch into the run, feeling his legs pumping as the balance and grace he’d been forced too long to deny returned. It was much later that he had to stop, dizzy and exhausted but happy with it.

He finally ceased his efforts, laughing at little at his rubbery legs, then froze suddenly when he noticed himself in the mirrors that ran the length of the room. It was like staring at a stranger. He had so rarely had the opportunity to view himself during his years with Mailyn, and now… He put a hand up to his face, and the figure in the mirror mimicked the movement. He looked so…mature, older. His eyes were dark with things he had seen and done.

Jaden had been but a boy when he had been taken and sold; now he looked like a man. A man who held secrets. A man whose eyes held pain. He abruptly turned away, his brief contentment shattered. He could never find the boy he’d been again; that boy had been destroyed a long time ago, victim of war and a woman’s brutality. There was only the man he was now and the hope of something better for the future.

Jaden slept a little toward the evening, worn out by his own thoughts and worries, only to wake an hour later when he heard voices on the edge of his consciousness. Groggy and disoriented, he forced himself awake, thinking Dersai was in the room with him. But after a confused moment, he realized the voice was coming from outside and some distance away. Perhaps another balcony. He went to the balcony doors and was about to step out when the faint breeze seemed to make the words clearer.

A voice Jaden did not recognize was speaking with some force. “Your Imperial Majesty, I don’t understand your reluctance. Astoria has been a thorn in our sides from the beginning. We have to do something about their attacks. It cannot be allowed, this impertinence. It will only give ideas to other countries that look to overrun our borders. This must be dealt with, preferably with force.”

Jaden froze, his fingers clenching upon the door frame. He held his breath and waited for Dersai’s response.
 Dersai’s tone held a certain weariness, as though he had dealt with such words many times before. “I have no interest in further conflict with Astoria. We will deal with their foolish actions as they come, but I see no need for more than that. They are rebuilding, and their leaders fight for control. Tranaden marching in there will only lead to more instability. That does good for no one.”
 The first voice held frustration hidden in amongst the respect. “This last attack upon your person…”
 Dersai’s voice grew utterly cold. “It will be dealt with…”
 Jaden drew a shaky breath. It was good to know Dersai did not wish conflict, but how long before his advisors convinced him otherwise? Jaden sent up a brief prayer to his home country. Hold your borders. Do not attempt revenge. You have no idea what you will rouse with such insanity. Then his thoughts moved in a surprising direction. Please do not harm Dersai.
 Jaden spent the rest of the evening in a state of depression, his thoughts embedded in the past. What in the hells was he doing? He was almost beginning to care for Dersai. Sometimes it was so hard to remember he was the emperor of Tranaden. The two seemed almost polar opposites. Sometimes he found himself actually liking Dersai, something he could not quite reconcile in his own mind.
 He laid his head against the back of the chair and stared blankly across the room. How could Dersai be the same man who had rained down such destruction upon Astoria? It hardly seemed possible.
 Jaden trailed his fingers over the ornate fabric of the chair, his thoughts twisting this way and that and finally settling on Yamina. The knot in his stomach tightened as it always did as he thought of his sister’s fate. Where was she? Please by the gods, he prayed, let her not have gone through what Jaden himself had gone through. Let her master be kind. Like Dersai…
 His thoughts had come full circle. He wondered with the faintest spark of hope if Dersai would help him find his sister. Would he even care about a slave’s dreams and wishes, or was Jaden’s only hope to escape and do it all on his own?
 He hoped for the former because he was finding it increasingly hard to want to leave. He gritted his teeth, trying to will his own softness away. If escape was possible, he had to take that opportunity, despite his feelings for Dersai. His sister had to come first, always.

* * *

Dersai did not return to his quarters until quite late that evening. When Jaden heard the sound of footsteps and the door opened, he looked up immediately from where he had been curled up in a chair, reading.

His master looked…different. He was brooding, eyes dark and turbulent, his expression grim and tight. He did not look at Jaden; it was as though he was so centered in his unpleasant thoughts that he was not aware of his surroundings at all.

Moments later, a knock on the door heralded the arrival of servants with food. Obviously Dersai had not eaten. Nobody had bothered bringing Jaden anything that day. He was absolutely famished, so after the servants bowed their way out of the room, he approached Dersai almost eagerly, his stomach growling. He stood silently with his head bowed and waited for his master to notice him, but Dersai sat motionless. His hands hung limply over the arms of the chair, and he stared into space.

Becoming concerned, Jaden fidgeted. “Master?” he questioned softly. “Are you all right?” He remembered that conversation he’d overhead and the mention of an attack upon the emperor.

Dersai blinked slowly as though coming back from a long distance in his thoughts. He turned his head, and for a moment something flared in his eyes, something cruel and cold that made Jaden take a fearful step backward. Then it was gone as quickly as it had come. Dersai closed his eyes and shook his head as though to free himself of something.

Only then did he seem to recognize Jaden. “Jaden,” he said faintly, holding out his hand.
 Jaden found himself rushing forward to grasp it, afraid for his master instead of afraid of him. Something felt very wrong here. He knelt down, leaned against Dersai’s leg, and stroked the dark skinned-hand he held, never taking his eyes from his master’s face. Dersai took a deep, shuddering breath; then clarity seemed to come back to his eyes. He tried to smile, though it was faint at best.
 “My wolf,” he whispered, drawing Jaden up so that he straddled Dersai’s lap. His hands slipped into Jaden’s thick hair and held him there as he leaned down and laid his lips over his slave’s with almost desperate fervor. Jaden moaned and pushed into his master’s touch, responding without thought to the need in that kiss.
 It was some time before they came up for air, both flushed, disheveled, and dazed. Dersai gave a short, little laugh, more himself it seemed. “You have made me hungry for many things, Jaden, but for now I will have to settle for food. I have realized that I am starved.”
 Jaden looked eagerly at the food, licking his lips, then caught a frown on Dersai’s face.
 “Did they not feed you today?” There was a certain impatience in the tone.
 At Jaden’s negative reply, the older man swore in depth. Jaden raised an eyebrow in astonishment and respect. That was an impressive repertoire of swear words, some Jaden had not even heard during his time in the military.
 Dersai shook his head and stroked Jaden’s hair. “Idiots. Do I have to order everything myself?” A roll of his eyes proclaimed his total disgust. He pulled a chair close and patted it. “Sit here, Jaden.”
 Jaden froze and stared at the furniture in question, then back at his master. Surely there had to be some mistake or trick. Slaves did not sit at the level of their masters. That rule had been well drilled into him.
 Dersai’s lips tilted slightly into a wry grimace as he realized Jaden’s issue. “For now, my wolf, humor me. Just sit. I am too tired to find food for you.”
 Jaden hesitated, then gingerly slid from his master’s lap onto the chair, where he perched uncomfortably.
 Dersai said nothing and did nothing to comfort him. He just slid the platters closer and began serving food onto his own plate. “Take whatever you like, Jaden. Choose your own.”
 Jaden shot a wary look at him and then did as ordered, feeling the unreality of this moment. He could not remember that last time he had sat at a table to eat, much less in the company of his owner. And to be able to choose his own food… Maybe he was dreaming.
 He took a bite and closed his eyes in fervent appreciation as flavor burst over his tongue.
 “Did you get to make use of the exercise room yet?” Dersai’s voice was casual as he filled his plate.
 Jaden looked at him a moment, weighing his response, then nodded. “It felt so good to be able to stretch my muscles again. It will take time, though.” He rubbed at a sore spot on his upper thigh ruefully.
 Dersai gave a little eye roll of understanding between soldiers. No doubt he too had had more than his fair share of aching muscles as he tested himself. They ate in silence then, but it was not an uncomfortable one, more like they had no need to speak. Jaden slowly relaxed as he realized that Dersai was sincere in his desire to have his slave seated comfortably. Once again he found himself wondering about this man.
 What had been wrong when Dersai had entered the room? For brief moments, there had been a hint of that madness Jaden had seen so long ago. There was so very much that Jaden did not know, and the knowledge that unknown things were often dangerous things hovered on the edges of his consciousness.
 Dersai did not take Jaden sexually that night, which was strange in itself. Instead he merely held Jaden possessively close and did not sleep well, often starting awake suddenly with a gasp or a cry swiftly stifled.
 Jaden became more concerned and tried to soothe his master, stroking him reassuringly. Finally, Dersai turned onto his stomach, and Jaden then massaged him firmly, feeling the great tension in Dersai’s finely honed muscles gradually relax.
 Jaden paused then. As he listened to his master’s even breathing, he realized with a sense of great relief that Dersai had finely succumbed to his exhaustion and fallen asleep. Lying beside him with a tired huff, Jaden found himself brushing back the long hair that lay like a cloud of darkness over Dersai’s beautiful face. Curling close, he tried to find the sleep that had been denied him earlier and felt a certain protectiveness he could not understand at all.

* * *

That incident seemed to form a new bond between the two men. It was tentative and wary on both sides, but it was there all the same. Dersai took to bringing some of his paperwork into the bedroom so he could speak to Jaden as he worked. They found they had quite a few interests in common. Jaden became more open with Dersai, more able to argue a point without fear of retribution, and Dersai seemed to like that; he seemed to appreciate that Jaden had his own views, his own mind.

One day, a few words on one of the papers Dersai was reading caught Jaden’s eye. Tension gripped him as he realized that the message brought to Dersai just that morning related to Astoria.

Dersai must have felt Jaden’s reaction because he leaned back in his chair and watched Jaden’s expression with a certain amount of interest. A silence they both were unwilling to break fell, but Jaden needed to know, needed to understand. Though he did not expect Dersai to tell him anything at all, he had to at least try.

He waved a hand at the papers. “This is regarding my country.” His voice came out hoarse with feeling.
 Dersai nodded, not even attempting to refute what he held.
 “My people are fighting back?” Jaden could not help a small degree of satisfaction from leaking into his voice.
 Dersai just watched him, a certain reserve coming down over his face as the past seemed to slide between them like a physical force. “They are fighting their own king.”
 Jaden stared at Dersai in confusion. “But you… Tranaden…?”
 Dersai rose to his feet, straightened the papers on his desk, and put several books back onto the ornate shelves. “Tranaden had no desire to conquer. We protected ourselves and attacked the threat. We deposed your king; he was not worthy of leading. His son now leads as Astoria’s king, but that seems to not be enough.”
 Jaden was speechless. There had to be lie somewhere in his words. Tranaden was the enemy to all the countries that lay on the western coast, not just Astoria. To try to proclaim it wanted only peace—
 Dersai turned to look at him. His face was grim, and the muscles of his jaw twitched. Something flickered to life in his eyes that held no warmth at all, only a cold watchfulness. “Tranaden has never done anything but protect her own. Astoria attacked us four years ago, Jaden. Not the other way around. We did what we had to. Your king set it all in motion, not I, not my countrymen, whatever you might have been told. As to the atrocities, do you think Astoria would have done less? Certainly your king would never have gifted us autonomy if he had won.” He turned away and walked to the windows, one hand on the jamb as he stared outside. “I have no further interest in Astoria, yet still they try to attack me, destroy my leadership.”
 His eyes fell upon Jaden. Whatever it was that lay in his eyes was more evident now—sullen and dark, seemingly roused by the talk of war and conflict. Then he blinked, and it was gone once more. “Pray your countrymen learn to leave Tranaden alone, Jaden, or there will be war once more. We will protect our borders in any way necessary, and this time there will be no mercy at all.”

* * *

Jaden woke next morning, missing the warmth of Dersai’s body. Last night, his master had not touched him. They had slept with a disturbing distance between them.

Jaden turned over blearily and watched as Dersai rose silently and disappeared to the washroom. Falling back with a groan of weariness, Jaden pondered the day to come. Something was going to happen today. He felt it, could almost taste it. It had to do with why Dersai had been behaving so oddly lately, and it was nothing good.

When his master returned, Jaden’s thoughts were confirmed by the grimness on Dersai’s face and his stiff demeanor. He began to dress and then paused and looked up at Jaden.

“I will have you accompany me today.” The words themselves were potent— strange. But combined with what had happened the night before, Jaden found no excitement in this sudden freedom from the room, only a certain fearfulness.

Dersai had been so distant the night before. Why this sudden desire for his slave’s company outside? Fear rose that Jaden had shown too much turmoil about Astoria in his words to Dersai the day before. He tried to dismiss the ache within his chest at the distance he felt growing between them.

Jaden swallowed with difficulty. Was this where he finally encountered the true emperor? The one everyone feared? The one Jaden had seen in action back in Astoria? The one that would turn and treat Jaden as the true slave he was?

Dersai turned away, half dressed, and went to the double doors that led to the huge room where his clothing hung—uniforms along with more casual outfits. He rummaged through several before finding a shirt and pants, both black. He tossed them to Jaden, along with a belt.
 “See if these fit you.” He turned back to the task of dressing himself. Jaden pulled the clothing on hurriedly and felt relief at being covered properly. He had feared that perhaps he would be paraded naked before the emperor’s court. The pants were a little too long, but he rolled them up appropriately and tucked the shirt in, fastening the cuffs so the sleeves did not hang too far down. He felt a little like a child trying on his father’s clothing. The evidence of the difference in size between Dersai and him was quite obvious, as though he needed any reminding.

When he was modestly covered, he turned and without prompting began to assist his master with his complicated uniform. He fastened the ornate buttons on the black jacket, threaded gold braid through fastenings, and smoothed the high collar—black with intricate gold embroidery—into place. Dersai sat to pull tall, over-the-knee black boots over his white pants. His face was smoothed into expressionless neutrality; he accepted Jaden’s help with silent aplomb.

Jaden did not speak either. It didn’t seem like the time. Therefore he was surprised when his master snapped his fingers as though remembering something. He went back into the clothes room and returned with a pair of well-worn boots, smaller than his own, and a pair of soft socks. He had Jaden sit, and leaned down to unfasten the metal cuffs from Jaden’s ankles to free Jaden’s legs for the boots.

“Wear these. My father made them for me, and I never had the heart to dispose of them, though I grew out of them long ago.” Dersai’s tone held no particular inflection, but Jaden could not believe the offer.
 “I…am honored, Master, but—” 
 Dersai turned away abruptly, his boots sounding loud on the marble floor. “I wish you to wear them.” His words held no compromise. Jaden swallowed his objections, wondering bitterly if this would provide an excuse for the emperor to finally discard the boots after a slave had touched his filthy feet to them. He shook off the introspection. Now was not the time. He pulled on the socks and boots, and they fit perfectly. He had never worn such a fine pair. They might be aged, but their quality was evident.

Jaden stood up, feeling more himself with the addition of clothing and footwear. The absence of the ankle restraints felt a little odd, but to be free of them… Dersai hadn’t chained him after the first week, indicating a certain trust, so perhaps this was part of it. Or perhaps he would simply put them back on when they returned to the room. Jaden felt a pang when his thoughts turned to his hope of escape, something that would certainly break that trust forever.

Dersai came to stand before him and straightened the collar of Jaden’s shirt almost absently. His dark eyes trained on Jaden’s. “You will follow me to the throne room and stand behind me with my guards.”

Jaden nodded and waited for further instructions, but there were none. He was not to be told of what this all meant, then. His master turned away, pulling on his formal gloves. His lips were drawn so tight that they looked almost bloodless. He drew a deep breath then, as though preparing for something, and gestured to Jaden to follow him out the double doors.

The emperor’s elite guards standing in the hall saluted Dersai and fell into formation behind him, leaving Jaden safely enclosed between the two forces. People passed by in the great hallways, so Jaden tried not to gawk at things. He had only ever been in the servant’s quarters, never in the main part of the palace, apart from that first day. His impressions of that time were blurry indeed.

There was muted splendor everywhere. Nothing too ornate, but all of it screamed luxury, money, and power. No one lived like this unless they were powerful.

They paused into one of the massive galleries where many people had gathered. Several came forward to speak to the emperor, bowing deeply. Jaden stood silently behind him, watching and listening with the elite guards looming behind him, wondering again why he was there at all. He glanced around, then noticed immense paintings on the wall. After staring at them for a few moments, he realized they were portraits of previous emperors. Dersai’s ancestors? And a grim lot they were. There was not a smile to be seen amongst them, and their eyes were intense and hooded, with a hint of darkness in their depths.

Jaden shivered. His moved his gaze to the end of the royal portraits, and there, like a beacon, was a portrait of a young man—very young, perhaps fourteen or so. The light of life shone from him, bright and fierce. His eyes were clear and with a sense of humor in them. This portrait’s contrast to the other paintings was startling, disturbing almost.

Jaden’s gaze traced those features, realizing with a sense of disbelief that this was a portrait of Dersai. There could be no mistaking those features, not when Jaden had touched them, knew them now perhaps almost as well as his own. He glanced back to his master and felt a sadness well up within him. How had that beautiful boy turned into the care-worn man Jaden held in his arms each night? Were the burdens of being emperor that heavy?

With a last look at that portrait, Jaden followed as his master began to wend his way through the crowd, pausing here and there to speak for a moment but then continuing with a certain determination.
 There was obviously something that needed to be done. The great doors before them began to open as the palace guards saw their emperor approaching. Jaden drew in a deep breath as they passed through them and into the throne room.

Here was opulence designed to impress. The floor was golden marble—rare in the extreme—interspersed with black mosaics. At one end was the throne, which was intricately carved black wood with gold inlay; it rose above the floor on a dais of blackest marble. To the rear, behind the throne, rose banners in profusion, but most prominent was a massive floor-to-ceiling one, black with a golden wolf in midleap, jaws wide. Beautiful golden embroidery edged it, and a huge jewel formed the wolf’s eye, which looked real enough to blink.

Murals and paintings ringed the whole room, and from a brief glimpse, Jaden could only surmise they were of past battles and events of Tranaden. With a deep bitterness, he wondered whether there was one portraying the fall of his own lands under the might of the Tranaden army. He managed to school his expression as his master moved with purposeful stride to the throne, Jaden and the elites close behind him.

The emperor seated himself in the massive throne with the ease of familiarity and watched as his nobility began to file in. Jaden stood at parade rest behind Dersai’s right shoulder, watching it all. The guards ringed around both him and the emperor, making Jaden feel somewhat hemmed in, but the men had indicated no surprise or displeasure at his presence, so he guessed he could trust them at his back.

As he watched the nobles, Jaden soon discerned that they were nervous and uncomfortable, as though they knew what was going to happen. Strangely enough, though, when they looked at their emperor, they did not seem to fear him. Indeed several looked sympathetic; a few even looked away with what appeared to be tears in their eyes.

Jaden could not understand this. This man was the most feared entity in the known world. Would his people not know this more than anyone? Perhaps the kindness he had seen in Dersai these last weeks was the true soul of the emperor. If so, where was the tyrant, the killer he had encountered in Astoria? These people seemed to know, and Jaden resolved to question others when he could.

Silence fell then, which was impressive with so many people in attendance. All eyes were fixed on the emperor. His Imperial Majesty waved a hand, and a door to the side of the massive throne room swung open. Four men escorted by guards were brought through. Each of the men was chained and gagged, and they looked to be in rough shape, perhaps beaten.

Jaden’s mind balked. His heart began to tell him where this was leading, and he wanted to deny it. Surely not… The prisoners were brought before the throne and forced to kneel. The guards then forced their heads back by their hair so they could do little else but look up at the emperor. Three of the men seemed to be thirty or so years old; the other prisoner was quite young. Seventeen perhaps? It was hard to tell. The young one seemed much more terrified than the others, who stared up at their captor with stony defiance.

For his part, the emperor watched with calm interest; his silence and hooded stare made him look far too much like the wolf his banner portrayed. When at last he spoke, his voice was quiet, though easy to hear in the stark silence of the hall.

“You have come into my country, killed two of my guards, and tried to attack my royal person. I think you are well aware of the penalty for this.”
 One of the men tried to spit through his gag, his eyes raging.
 The emperor was still for long moments; then he leaned forward, and people began to shift backward as though they saw something rising within him. The prisoners froze, their expressions betraying their rising fear. Jaden knew then that whatever inhumanness he had seen in the emperor’s eyes in the past was back.
 The emperor rose with lazy grace, drew his gloves off with slow precise movements, and dropped to them to the floor before he descended the stairs of the dais like the predator he was.
 “You do not come into the lair of the wolf and expect to live.” He let his hand stroke through the boy’s blond hair, petting him in the same fashion as he often stroked Jaden’s hair.
 Jaden shivered.
 The boy cringed away, terrified gaze locked on his captor. The emperor merely smiled and stepped away, moving through the men, stopping to capture each man’s chin and force him to meet the emperor’s dark gaze. Each man was defiant for a moment; then it seemed as though they saw for themselves what lay within the emperor. Then they went pale indeed.
 When the emperor turned Jaden’s way, Jaden searched those eyes and shuddered. Now he could see what had terrified everyone else. Once again reviving Jaden’s pained memories, there was a beast there, something without mercy or compassion; it was awake and stirring, sensing prey. And it owned Jaden. He realized then that he had as much to fear as the prisoners.
 The emperor gestured to one of his guards, and the guard brought forth a sword. The hiss as he drew it from its scabbard was loud and ominous in the silence. The brilliance of the steel reflected in the light, and several people shivered in response.
 The emperor held the blade lovingly in his hands, turning it over and over, letting the prisoners take a good look at it. He let it cut his thumb, then licked the blood away with long, slow sweeps of his tongue.
 He paused. Time itself seemed to pause; then with a backward slash of his arm, the emperor beheaded the first man so swiftly that no one could even react before the head rolled onto the floor, its expression forever frozen in the same angry fear its owner had worn moments before. The body toppled sideways, and several people in the crowd gave small choked cries, several almost retching; however, Jaden noted, most seemed, if not injured, practiced at viewing this. Which indicated that this was not the first time something like this had occurred.
 The emperor crouched beside the man’s body and watched with avid interest as the blood spurted from the severed neck, the man’s heart still pumping. He put a finger out to catch some of the blood, tasted it, and hummed in approval.
 Jaden gagged. That hand that had touched him but a short time before had been gentle and kind… How could this be?
 The remaining three prisoners leaned away, shocked horror and grief upon their faces. The men’s expressions became enraged once the shock began to pass, but the boy looked like he was going to faint.
 The emperor looked up at them, a feral growl issuing from his throat. His eyes glowed, filled with bloodlust, all humanity veiled. He rose to his feet and without further pause, thrust his sword through the next man’s heart and then the next. They fell upon the floor, writhing for a few moments, then slowly becoming still— life extinguished so easily.
 It all took only moments.
 The remaining boy shook. His face was white as snow, and his eyes were pinned with helpless fascination upon the emperor as he waited for his own death. The emperor bent over each man and smeared his hand through his blood in some sort of ritualistic sign of victory. His long tongue darted out to taste it before the creature—the emperor—loomed over the boy. One of the guards lifted the boy to his feet, and he stood trembling, tears running down his pale cheeks.
 The emperor slowly traced blood around the boy’s eyes and mouth and then forced his thumb in between the boy’s quivering lips and smeared blood over his tongue. The boy choked and gagged, his eyes swimming with tears.
 One of the emperor’s large hands cradled the boy’s chin and turned his face up to meet those terrifying eyes. “You will go, my boy, and tell your people not to ever come into the wolf’s domain. If they do, this will be the result. Do you understand me?” The emperor’s voice was amazingly gentle but with such steel as to only inspire more terror.
 The boy managed to nod, his knees half buckling. The emperor of Tranaden patted the boy’s cheek with fingers crooked like claws, then gestured to the guard to take him away. Then he returned to the throne—his uniform blood-spattered, hands smeared with blood—and seated himself with calm, cool precision. There was silence for a moment before he made a sweeping gesture with his hand, and people turned to file out, their faces pale and grim.
 But still there was no fear in them. Jaden could not understand it. Had they not seen what this man had just done? Could they not see the three bodies still bleeding out on the floor, butchered like animals? Jaden clasped shaking hands together, his own fear rising. Why had the emperor wanted Jaden to attend him here? Was he next?
 The captain of the elite guard came forward and bowed. “Do you wish us to stay, Your Imperial Majesty?”
 The emperor did not move for long moments Then he spoke softly, so at odds with what had occurred. “Leave, Rafe. I thank you for your presence.”
 The captain nodded, his expression full of reverence and love. “Tell us when you need us, Your Eminence.”
 The emperor nodded, but his gaze remained fixed upon the bloody remains marring the beautiful floor. Jaden watched as the guards began to file out. Should he go with them? Gods how he wanted to go with them. He did not want to be left with this monster.
 The utter silence in the throne room bore down on Jaden like a physical presence, so thick he felt like he could not breathe for the force of it. He waited for something to break it, for the emperor to make a move, a sound—any indication of what he expected of Jaden.
 Nothing…
 Finally Jaden could take it no more. The waiting was worse than anything else as his vivid imagination supplied more and more lurid images of what his master had planned for him. He stepped forward, not masking the sound of his footsteps, which seemed to echo in the cavernous room.
 When he had circled around far enough that he could see the emperor’s face, he cautiously bowed but kept his eyes trained on the danger before him. “Master?”
 Cold eyes slowly rose to meet Jaden’s. There was absolutely no recognition in their depths. Jaden shivered but pulled courage closer. “Master, what do you wish of me?”
 There was no answer, only that blank, intense stare that bored through him like ice.
 “Master…Dersai?”
 His eyes flickered. Jaden sucked in a breath. Taking a chance that he would be beaten for his temerity in uttering his master’s name without an honorific, he spoke. “Dersai?”
 The emperor put a hand to his head, squeezing his eyes shut as though in pain.
 Jaden put more force into his voice. “Dersai!”
 The emperor gasped and flung his head back against the throne, eyes opening wide. His face contorted, body frozen. Then he seemed to sag and went limp. Jaden took a step forward, then hesitated, his hand outstretched but afraid to touch, unsure what would rouse the beast.
 When the dark eyes finally blinked and looked upon him, Jaden let out a shaky breath. They were sane again, full of shadows but with thought behind them now.
 “Master…Dersai?”
 Dersai held out one blood-coated hand. “Jaden,” he whispered with such pain in his tone that Jaden could not help himself. Despite his squeamishness, he took two quick steps forward, took that hand in his own, and knelt by the side of the throne.
 Dersai let out a gusting sigh at Jaden’s touch. He lay limply, staring up at the ornate ceiling, holding to Jaden’s hand like a lifeline. “How many?” he whispered softly. A tear ran slowly down his cheek.
 Jaden felt his heart spasm at the sight, and he leaned up on his knees and wiped it away with his sleeve. “How many?” he questioned, puzzled.
 “How many did I kill this time?” The weary desolation in Dersai’s voice made Jaden want to weep.
 He stared at his master for a moment, then over at the three bodies. Making a swift decision, he stood up and positioned himself between Dersai and the sight of the carnage. “Come on, Master. We are going to clean you up and let you rest. All right?”
 Dersai looked up at him with such trust in his eyes, such relief, that Jaden had to take a deep breath to control his emotions. He did not understand what was going on here, but he did know in his very heart that Dersai was not the violent beast he had just seen. Whatever it was that might be inside him was not Dersai.
 “Come,” he said with aching gentleness. He took his master’s hands in his own and pulled Dersai to his feet, turning him at the same time so he could not see the gore. “Come with me.”
 Dersai nodded, as obedient as a child, letting Jaden lead him to the doors. Jaden swung them open with one hand and paused when he saw the several members of the elite guard pacing anxiously outside. They stared at him and the emperor with evident astonishment.
 Jaden’s lips thinned, and he stared Rafe, the captain, down. “I am taking the emperor back to his rooms to clean up.” He mentally dared the man to protest. He felt a great protectiveness rise within him, and he realized he would let nothing stand in his way of getting Dersai back to himself.
 Rafe nodded uncertainly, amazed eyes darting back and forth between Jaden and the emperor. Jaden nodded abruptly, nothing of slave in his demeanor at that moment. His jaw firmed with determination.
 Wrapping one arm around Dersai, Jaden helped guide his shambling steps as they made their slow, uncertain way up flights of stairs to the emperor’s vast rooms. There, Jaden led him to the bathing chambers immediately. He sat Dersai on a chair, after he protected it with a towel to prevent the blood from staining it. He then began to unbutton his master’s uniform. He slipped it off over Dersai’s shoulders, then carefully pulled off his boots, trying to ignore the blood that coated his hands with everything he touched. He undid his master’s pants and tried not to shudder at the blood that grotesquely stained the pristine whiteness, then gently pulled Dersai up to work them down his hips and off.
 Dersai obeyed all his commands docilely, but when he stood in nothing but his shirt, he began to tremble uncontrollably. Jaden turned to find Dersai staring at his blood-coated hands with horror in his eyes.
 Jaden took his hands in his own, forced them down, and pulled Dersai closer. “We need to bathe. Come now.”
 Dersai looked at him with tears in his eyes, and Jaden tried to control himself. Now was not the time to get emotional. Now was time to do something constructive. After removing Dersai’s shirt and tossing it aside with distaste, he pulled Dersai with him and stepped down into the smaller of the baths. Seating Dersai on one of the low jut-outs under the water, he turned to get soaps. First he scrubbed Dersai’s hands over and over so not a spot of blood remained in calluses or under nails. Then he gently took a cloth and washed Dersai’s face, wiping away every spatter, every hint of what had happened.
 Dersai sat motionless under his ministrations, but his eyes followed Jaden’s every move. There was such sadness in their depths that Jaden found tears coming to his own eyes despite his struggles. “It will be all right,” he whispered in a soft litany, over and over, as much to convince himself as Dersai.
 Dersai did not answer, and there was such a dearth of hope in his eyes that it was quite clear that he could not believe those words. Eventually he seemed to come back into himself somewhat and took the cloth from Jaden’s fingers, lathered it with soap, and began to scrub himself everywhere. His motions became increasingly frantic until he was nearly flaying the skin from his body. Jaden had to seize his hands to make him stop.
 It was then that Dersai gave up utterly and leaned forward, laying his head on Jaden’s shoulder. He wrapped his arms around Jaden in desperate appeal and began to sob—deep, shuddering sobs that went to the heart of him.
 Jaden wrapped protective arms around his master and laid his head on Dersai’s. A fierceness rose within him. He needed to protect this man. It felt right, as though this was always what he had been meant to do.
 As though this was his destiny.

Chapter Five

Jaden lay in the half darkness, staring at the moonlight pooling on the floor through the balcony doors. In its light, he could see Dersai’s face, still tearstained but now relaxed in sleep, finally.

It had taken hours to calm him to this point, hours to make him stop shaking. Now Jaden lay in watch over him, unable to sleep as the events of the day rolled through his mind in a never-ending procession of images.

He thought of the reputation of Tranaden and its emperor…and of the emperors of old. Jaden was sure that he had heard of Tranaden being an unbreachable force long before Dersai’s time. Had it not been a great military strength for thousands of years?

Jaden’s knowledge of history of any country, including his own, was a little sketchy. It had never really been of interest to him…until now. All these years, had the emperors had more than normal power and strength to help them guide their country? What was this thing—Jaden could only think of it as that—that lay within Dersai and why? Was it deliberate or did some madness lie in the royal line?

Jaden glanced over at the books, wanting badly to go and read, to try to find out now what he was facing. Then he looked back down, trailing a gentle finger over Dersai’s cheek.

His master murmured in his sleep, then rolled over, seeking Jaden’s warmth. Jaden put a comforting arm around him, then settled down, closing his eyes. There would be time enough in the morning for that.
 He had an emperor to protect. 
* * *

Jaden was woken in the morning by the sound of the doors opening. He rose on one elbow, shielding Dersai, a half growl rumbling from his chest. The people at the door froze when they heard it and stared at him with wide eyes.

When Jaden’s mind cleared enough from sleep to realize it was only servants bringing food, he calmed a little and nodded to them. Amazingly, they did not scorn him for acting above himself; they simply brought in the food and timidly laid it on the table, shooting concerned glances at their emperor as they did so. It seemed to reassure them that he slept, and their expressions cleared somewhat, as though they had expected to see something quite different.

They left as quietly as they came, without once speaking. Jaden frowned as the doors closed behind them. They seemed to have expected something terrible, that Dersai would not have been in good shape or at least not sleeping.

He looked down at his master and felt a sick feeling rise within him. Who had comforted Dersai before? This must have happened many times. Who had held him when he wept, when he scrubbed his skin raw, when he could not sleep for the images in his head?

Had there been no one? Jaden shivered in horror. He lay down again and pulled Dersai closer, feeling a rage rise in him. How could they just leave him like this?

His mind made him see sense. What if Dersai ordered them out? What if he did not want anyone to see him like this, in a state he might consider weakness? Jaden growled once more and laid a gentle kiss on Dersai’s forehead. Well it would not happen again. Dersai would never be alone in this again. Jaden would protect him…even from what was within him.

It wasn’t very long before the smells of the food drifting through the room brought Dersai to consciousness. He stirred, moaning. His eyes opened slowly, and then he seemed to pause in astonishment, his hand coming up to touch Jaden wonderingly.

He tilted his face up and warily met Jaden’s eyes. “You stayed,” he whispered with slow joy, and something in his eyes opened fully to Jaden at last.
 Jaden flushed a little, turning his face away. It had been different when Dersai was helpless; then he had been unable to aid himself, but now…
 A gentle hand brought his face back so he had to meet Dersai’s dark eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Dersai drew Jaden down and kissed him tenderly. The kiss was…more somehow. Jaden closed his eyes, brought his hand up to stroke his master’s cheek, and drank in the taste that was Dersai. They had kissed so often in lust, in passion, but never like this. This felt like a renewal, a pledge…
 A beginning.
 Jaden drew back slowly, scoffing at his own inner fancies. But Dersai smiled at him, and his mind went blank. His doubts wavered.
 “My wolf,” Dersai murmured, brushing back Jaden’s hair. “It is true, you are the one.”
 Jaden tilted his head in puzzlement, trying to understand, but Dersai looked away then, almost uncomfortable as Jaden had never seen him.
 “I will explain it all, Jaden, I promise. But first let us eat.”
 Jaden’s jaw dropped. He would explain? As a slave, he hadn’t expected to receive any information whatsoever. He watched a nude Dersai walk unselfconsciously across the room and sighed.
 What this man could do to him… Jaden was confused and attracted and angry and disgusted and attracted and then attracted again. It did not seem like that would change anytime soon.
 “Damn,” Jaden muttered to himself for a moment. Maybe it was not the emperor who was crazy; maybe it was Jaden himself.
 They ate quietly enough, though Jaden watched in astonishment as Dersai mowed through the food like a wild thing. He seemed ravenous, desperately so, as if the thing within him had depleted every bit of his own energy and he had to replace it.
 Jaden finished his own food and watched in bemused fascination. Only when every scrap had been consumed did Dersai sit back, his body calming now that it had sustenance. He flicked a rather embarrassed glance at Jaden, then looked down at his fingers as if they were entirely fascinating.
 “Where do you want me to start?” Now that the moment had come to speak, he looked haunted again, as though he wished desperately to discuss anything else.
 “Is it only you?”
 Dersai shook his head. “If only that were true. It has come down through two thousand years of my family’s rule. My ancestor lived in a world plagued by war, and he fought desperately to protect Tranaden from outside forces. It is said that he made a pact with a demon; to give that emperor strength in war, to make him invincible. It worked. Tranaden’s borders were secured, just the same as they are today, neither greater nor smaller in size. But then that emperor discovered exactly what he had done. The demon would not go away. The pact was for eternity. The demon sleeps until Tranaden is endangered, whether the land, the people, or the emperor. Then it rises to destroy whatever the threat is, always leaving one alive to tell the tale, to spread the story of the Wolf of Tranaden and that to cross him is death. The nobles are required to witness events, to always remember what their emperor suffers in their name.”
 “You mean that this curse passes from father to son down your entire line?” Jaden felt ill.
 “Yes. If the line is ever broken, Tranaden will fall.”
 “But…you have no children that I have seen or heard of,” Jaden protested in confusion.
 “Emperors are not allowed to marry. It would be too cruel to the woman to have to witness…” Dersai paused and hissed out a breath. “A friend of mine, a noble lady, offered herself, though she knew she would not be allowed to be their mother in anything but name. Others raise royal children; just as I never knew my own mother. I have two sons. Neither are allowed here; I have never seen them. They are kept in safety, growing up taught of their duty to Tranaden and how one day, one of them will take my place and bear the beast within them. That is why I pray to keep going as long as possible, so that they will not be children when they must suffer this.”
 Jaden frowned, dread suddenly tightening his stomach. “What do you mean? Are you ill?”
 Dersai looked old suddenly. He shut his eyes tightly for a moment, before slowly opening them to meet Jaden’s concerned gaze. “The demon within slowly drives us insane. In peace, it may take a long time. In times of war, as now, it may come without warning, overcome the bearer before he can control it. There have been times…” Dersai’s eyes went dark with memory and fear. He continued with evident effort. “With some emperors it is sooner, some later, but eventually every emperor loses his mind, and when he does, the only thing the people can do, in mercy and for their own protection, is to kill him. It is the only way.”
 Jaden stared at him in speechless disbelief.
 Dersai rose restlessly to his feet and paced, oblivious of his nudity. “I was only fourteen when I took the throne. I had to watch my beloved father shot. That is the only way an emperor can die—by the hand of one of his own people. The demon cannot protect itself against that. My father was raving like a mad thing, and his eyes…” Dersai shivered and hugged himself. “He was a good man, Jaden. A gentle man. He loved books and reading, and he taught me much. He refused to have me raised elsewhere as was tradition. He brought me up himself, and I watched him die.” Dersai turned his head and met Jaden’s stare. “I cannot have that for my children. They must not see such things. It is better that they never know me than that.”
 Jaden swallowed hard. “And you?”
 “It is getting worse. I often rave for days after the demon makes an appearance. Sometimes I—” He took a deep, shaking breath, stopping short in his words before whispering, “That is why Astoria must leave us alone, Jaden. If they continue on their path of conflict with us, the demon will rise, and this time…this time I am not sure I can control it at all. If it should rise, take me over, it will have no mercy at all… It will slaughter every enemy in its path.”
 His gaze slid to Jaden’s. “Some years ago, I had a dream. A powerful, foretelling dream. In it, I was a wolf as the symbol of the emperors proclaims, and I was free with my pack, running and hunting. But then something happened, and I became a mad thing, harming others, running insane. When I thought I would turn and rend all around me, suddenly there was another wolf, one I did not know. It stood before me and howled, told me to stop. Surprised, I did so, and the other wolf came closer. We touched nose to nose, and suddenly the insanity was gone back inside. Controllable. I was myself again. For an instant, the wolf became a man, but I was so astonished that I only caught a glimpse of green-gold eyes. Then he was gone, and I awoke. Despite it being only a dream, I felt strongly that this person was real, that he would come and save me. Keep me sane, make me stronger.”
 Jaden stood up, not able to keep his distance any longer. “Is that why you call me your wolf?” he asked tentatively, uncertain. “You think I am this man?”
 Dersai put a hand on Jaden’s hip, drew him close, and bent to kiss him. “I know you are,” he murmured against Jaden’s lips. “Have you not brought me out of what happened within a day? That has never happened, Jaden, never. You are the one I foresaw.”
 Jaden wanted to protest, wanted to deny that he could be this savior. He was just plain old Jaden. A slave of an enemy nationality, not suitable company for a man of Dersai’s caliber. Dersai slowly left the kiss, his tongue giving a last swipe inside Jaden’s mouth and a hum of approval sounding in his throat.
 “It was one of the worst times in my life, Jaden.” Dersai held Jaden’s head in both hands, looking deeply into his eyes. “When your king attacked and we mustered our army and went into your country, the demon was constantly present.” He leaned down and laid his forehead against Jaden’s, letting out a shaky breath. “I thought I would not make it home sane, but I  had to ensure that my country was safe, that your king was toppled from power and could no longer endanger all I loved.”
 Jaden remembered that time all too well and shuddered with it, trying to pull back from Dersai’s touch, recalling what this man had done. But Dersai held on, refusing him freedom, his look half pleading. “I did not want to do that to your people, Jaden. I  never wanted to do that. I remember so little of it… I never remember. All I do recall is a dim memory of suddenly seeing green-gold eyes staring at me… It was you, Jaden.”
 “If I was so damned important to you, then why was I sold to Mailyn?” Jaden could not help the bitterness in his tone.
 “I told one of my captains to see you to the prisoners’ area, and somehow a mistake was made. When I came to get you, you were gone, claimed by some of the mercenaries and taken to be sold. I tried to track you, tried desperately to find you, but—”
 “They sold my sister, damn it! Sold me to that bitch. You have no idea of the hell—” Jaden tried to turn away, eyes stinging with tears, his teeth clenched to the point of breaking.
 Dersai would not release him; he only held him closer, ignoring how Jaden strained to escape. “I am sorry, Jaden. I am so, so sorry. I never meant for any of that to happen. I never meant…” Dersai drew a breath, then stepped away, walked toward the balcony, and threw the double doors open. He stood there, his arms braced in the opening, head bowed. “What the fuck use is apology after what you have been through? Good intentions mean very little in the face of that. For what it is worth, I deeply regret what happened in your country. If they had not attacked…” He shook his head helplessly, then stepped outside and let the sunshine wash over his bare skin. He tilted his face up as if the sun touched him in benediction.
 Jaden stood shaking, helpless anger washing over him. He wanted to—He did not know what he wanted. He was so fucking angry, but at whom? At this man who had wanted none of it? At Jaden’s own king, who had brought this down on his innocent people’s heads by unleashing the demon in Tranaden’s emperor? At the fates that had deemed that he end up with Mailyn when he and his sister could have been with Dersai from the beginning? He wanted to weep, to rage, to scream at the very gods themselves.
 Instead, he stepped forward into the sun to stand beside Dersai, not touching—not yet—but close enough he could feel the other man’s heat. He glanced at Dersai, who looked back at him soberly, his eyes dark with regret he had no way of absolving.
 His master walked to the edge of the balcony and leaned on the ornate railing, his stare brooding as he looked down, so very far down. Jaden joined him a little tentatively. He was not particularly fond of heights, and this was a height of heights. Far below, a vista of Tranaden spread out; they could see for miles, until the air itself blurred the view far, far in the distance.
 “This is my responsibility, Jaden,” Dersai said softly. “Every man, woman, and child, every inch of this land. It exists as it does because of my sacrifice. One man does not mean much, but a whole race of people? How can I complain? My life, my death, is theirs. Always. As my ancestors did, as my children and their children will. I am weak to wish for more, for solace.” His lips twisted, and his shoulders bowed.
 Jaden stood in silence, looking down, feeling the burden of the responsibility this man bore with such grace. Such strength to have survived all these years beneath this yoke, alone. This bloodline must be strong indeed to bear this pain with anything resembling acceptance.
 Jaden knew he could not have done it. He could never have given up his life for others in such an unselfish manner. What did they teach these royal children? How did they mold their minds into men who would give up everything for duty? He could not imagine. He only knew it was not in him.
 Still, there were answers he needed. “My sister…”
 “I have had people looking for her since you arrived.”
 Jaden turned to look at him in utter astonishment. “You…you knew this was important to me?”
 Dersai turned an eye his way, a rueful tilt to his lips. “I may be a monster, Jaden, but even I understand family loyalty and love.”
 Jaden flushed and looked down at his hands clenching the railing, biting his lip viciously. Something swelled in his chest, disbelief that even without him ever having said anything about Yamina, the man had known, had done something. No one had ever done such a thing before; no one had ever wanted to make Jaden happy, wanted to give him…what?
 Was this what love between people was? Was that what Jaden felt when he looked at Dersai’s lean face, those sharp eyes, those lips that often were gentle as the rest of Dersai could not be. Yet he must know.
 “Have you heard anything of her, of Yamina? Anything at all?” The desperation he felt made his voice sound hoarse.
 Dersai laid a gentle hand over Jaden’s on the stone parapet. “Nothing yet. I have the best men on it. They  will find her. I promise I will bring her to you. Someday I will give you back what you lost. I will grant you happiness, Jaden—that I swear.”
 Jaden blinked away tears, then bowed his head to the side. “Tell me again, my country… What happened to Astoria? How is it not part of Tranaden now? You told me this, but it makes no sense…”
 “Astoria governs itself once more. I took your king off the throne and put his youngest son on. He is a good young man—intelligent, well read, forward thinking. He understood the atrocity that his father had perpetrated, and he tries very hard now to right it, even if there seem to be those who do not understand that.” Dersai leaned one hip on the wall and stared pensively straight down at the massive tree that grew below the balcony, its tip some lengths below.
 “I do not conquer countries, Jaden. I take away the threat to Tranaden in whatever way the demon sees fit; then I go home. Tranaden does not want nor need more land. Our borders will remain our borders as long as my line breathes. If only other countries could understand.” He shook his head and turned back to the room, moving heavily. “Why wish for the moon?”
 Jaden stared after him, fingers clenching upon the stone.

* * *

They sparred later that day, and it helped Dersai’s mindset. He seemed less brooding, less haunted, as if the physical challenge consumed him. Jaden made a good show of himself; he had always been quite good at wrestling. But he was no match for Dersai; he knew that. The other man’s strength and agility would be hard for anyone to live up to. Therefore he felt no shame when he ended up pinned, panting, and feeling the heat of Dersai’s naked body pressed into his, the slick sweat making their skin slide against each other.

Dersai held Jaden’s wrists above his head, his eyes glowing with victory and clear at that moment of any shadows. “I win,” he whispered. “Do I get my prize?”
 Jaden could not help grinning. This was rather fun, in a spine-tingling way.
 “What prize do you claim, warrior?”
 “You…” Dersai’s mouth descended on Jaden’s, and he did not kiss; he devoured as though he could not get enough of Jaden’s taste, his essence.
 Jaden groaned and arched up, feeling Dersai’s hard, muscled body pressed along the length of his, skin to skin. One of Dersai’s legs nudged between Jaden’s, parting them, and then rubbed tantalizingly up and down his groin just hard enough to be dangerous and just light enough to be intensely pleasurable.
 “I want you.” Jaden panted, body aching with need. He suddenly did not care about the past or what the future might bring. He wanted this man now, right now, and damn everything else. He felt like a wolf needing his mate. He pushed that thought away in haste. He could never be that to the emperor, to Dersai, but…
 This was now.
 Dersai’s eyes lit with an inner fire to match Jaden’s. He gave Jaden a lingering kiss before rising to his feet and retreating back into the room to get oil. Jaden lay in a wanton sprawl and caught sight of himself reflected in the mirrors that lined the walls. He blushed at the look on that young man’s face. So needy, so shameless. He turned away as Dersai returned and instead watched the double image of his lover approach him with predatory eyes.
 Jaden caught his breath as Dersai knelt between his outstretched legs and dipped his fingers into the jar of oil. Those fingers then moved between Jaden’s legs, and Jaden gasped at the sensation of coolness as it touched just behind his balls. His fingers clutched at the mats beneath him as Dersai slowly traced his entrance.
 Dersai watched him, eyes half-lidded as they took in every nuance of Jaden’s expression and his body’s reactions. Jaden moaned as the finger stopped teasing and slid abruptly in, deep and true. He panted at the pain-pleasure that coursed through him, completely engrossed in the sensations, turned on by the way that Dersai watched him with those intense eyes that never wavered. It made Jaden feel alive, wanted, needed. His skin seemed to burn with desire, tingling almost painfully.
 The finger stayed still for long moments, but Jaden could not wait. He began to writhe upon it, a shameful whimper breaking free from him. It was not enough, not nearly enough. He pushed down on Dersai’s hand, demanding more. And it was given; two fingers speared him.
 Jaden cried out, eyes closing, sweat trickling down his face and pooling in the hollow of his throat. Dersai leaned forward then, lapped it up with slow sweeps of his tongue. Jaden reached up to capture his lover’s face; he drew it to him and plunged his tongue deep into Dersai’s mouth, half growling in his need.
 Dersai gave in to him, but he added another finger. Jaden thrashed against him, becoming mindless with the pleasure of those fingers rubbing and teasing over his inner nub. When Dersai totally withdrew his fingers, Jaden could wait no more. He pushed a surprised Dersai over onto his back and straddled his waist, positioning himself over that massive shaft. It pulsed with heat as he held it, aiming it true. Forcing his weight down, he pierced himself with some force. Both he and Dersai cried out at the same time, their voices mingling as their bodies joined.
 Jaden whimpered. He bowed his head for a moment, trying to let his body adjust around the spear of flesh within him. Dersai touched Jaden’s cheek, and Jaden looked down at his master, who had a worried expression on his face and concern in his eyes. Jaden blinked quickly to mask the tears that threatened to well in his eyes. It was so long since anyone had been concerned about him, cared about him.
 He took a deep breath and moved, chasing the feelings away. He gasped at the sensation of Dersai’s huge organ sliding deep, pressing hard over the nub with each thrust, stretching him to the depths. He flung back his head and rode his master hard, delighting in the feeling of Dersai’s hard hands grasping his hips, leaving marks, claiming him. Those hands helped him rise and fall, steadied him, gave him freedom to do as he wished. He watched his image in the mirrors, unable to believe that this wanton, free creature initiating his own pleasure could be him.
 Dersai was often nearly silent during sex, but this time it was like he too became free. His deep-throated moans and half growls made Jaden’s stomach quiver and his balls draw tight. Jaden’s motions became erratic, his movements shaky, and suddenly he was on his back, speared deep. Dersai hooked Jaden’s legs with his arms so he could put force into his thrusts.
 Bent in half, Jaden had no recourse but to accept the powerful snap of those hips, to feel his master’s shaft press deeper within him, building heat and pressure within his channel. He cried out wordlessly, his eyes fixed on Dersai, whose own eyes seemed to glow and whose lips were drawn back from his teeth in a silent snarl. At that moment, he completely resembled the wolf of his lineage.
 They orgasmed simultaneously, and like the wolf he resembled, Dersai lunged forward and sank his teeth into Jaden’s neck. Jaden turned his head and accepted it in utter submission, glorying in the feeling of being wanted, needed, claimed.
 They lay like that for some time, panting. Then Dersai slowly released his bite and licked the spot soothingly. A rumble of satisfaction sounded in his chest as he viewed the mark that would not fade for many days.
 “Someday,” he whispered soft and low and kissed Jaden’s forehead, “perhaps you will bear my mark permanently.”
 Jaden smiled wearily, but a faint thought ran through his mind: why had Dersai not simply ordered him to do so?

Chapter Six

Jaden’s first foray outside the palace held him spellbound at the beauty of its surroundings. He had admired the great trees from the top, but they were even more awe inspiring from the bottom, seeming to rise into infinity. The undergrowth beneath them was rich and verdant. There were so many trees and flowering shrubs that they all melded into a mass of color and beauty. The air was humid and rich with the scent of soil and the perfume of various flowers. There was no place that there was not green, no bare plot of soil. All was almost unbelievable beauty, like an idea of paradise.

Jaden’s neck ached from craning it at various angles to take everything in at once. Astoria held no such bounty. Yes there were rich crops and vast lands of grass for grazing, but nothing of such incredible diversity. Tranaden seemed like a beautiful dream. The people they met on the paths seemed to echo that; their expressions were warm and open to their emperor, respect and love evident in their manners. They all looked content, even those who toiled under the sun in the gardens. They did not seem to feel indentured or used. They seemed content in a way Jaden had seldom seen in his home country.

He breathed the moist air in deeply and felt his spirits lighten in response. To be free of the confines of the palace, even if briefly, seemed a gift of great proportions.

Dersai held his hand, not releasing it even when they encountered others upon the path. Where Jaden would have expected scorn or disapproval, those they met sometimes looked astonished, but then a smile tilted their lips and they nodded to both their emperor and Jaden with a certain satisfaction in their manner.

Jaden was beginning to think that Tranaden held a lot of people who were not quite in their right minds. He could not imagine his own people being so accepting of their leader choosing another man and flaunting that choice so openly.

After the first few encounters with such people, Jaden began to relax somewhat. Dersai squeezed his fingers, giving him a smile laden with mischief.
 Jaden huffed, as he had done several times earlier. “Could you not just tell me where we are going?’
 Dersai shook his head as he had the previous times, annoyingly determined to retain the secret of their destination. Jaden growled a little, but he loved the feel of Dersai’s hand linked with his, and it was too fair a day to be irritated at so little a thing.
 They passed through a grove of smaller trees that arched over the pathway, meeting overhead so that it became a green tunnel, a thing of wonder. Dersai paused here, drew Jaden against his chest, and laid a gentle kiss upon his lips. His eyes were soft when he stroked Jaden’s cheek.
 “So often I have wanted to share these things with another, to walk with them, to show them the wonders of this place…and here you are.” He bent his head for another meeting of lips, this time more intense and needy.
 When he drew back this time, Jaden felt his throat tighten at the expression upon his lover’s face.
 “Thank you,” was all Dersai said, but the words went straight to Jaden’s heart. He would have spoken, but Dersai turned and kept walking.
 Jaden could not help but grin. His lover could only open himself for moments before he had to move on, so unused to expressing himself. It did not matter; Jaden knew what he meant, knew what lay beneath the words.
 It was enough.
 They passed through the leafy tunnel into sunshine and approached a massive building. Entering the immense doors, feeling utterly dwarfed by their size, Jaden paused to let his eyes adjust to the relative darkness.
 His expression swiftly passed into disbelief as he finally viewed the reason for so large an enclosure.
 “You have got to be kidding me!” Jaden turned to face his lover incredulously. “I do not exactly have great memories of these things, you know.”
 Dersai put an arm around his shoulder and laughed. “You already know how to disable them in novel ways, if you remember. You should have no fear of them at all!”
 Jaden grumbled under his breath. During the battle that saw Jaden’s home city surrender, Jaden had managed to disable one of the immense Tranaden war machines by thrusting his knife into the seam of one of the machine’s finger joints and twisting as hard as he could. The damaged hand had spasmed, jerked, and opened, sparks flying as Jaden had fallen to the ground.
 Despite his misgivings, he let Dersai guide him closer to one of the massive machines. It rested upon one knee, still looming like a behemoth over them.
 He did not want to admit that he was fascinated. These things were instruments of death…or as Dersai saw it, instruments of Tranaden’s security. They had conquered Jaden’s country, brought death…but now seeing it from Dersai’s viewpoint, he had to consider their deadly beauty.
 All around them, silent and still, knelt over a thousand of these great weapons, waiting. Dersai had told him that they had not been used since that long-ago battle. Some were covered in tarps; others were in a state of disarray, as though maintenance was being done on them.
 It was eerie seeing them so benign. Some even had a little dust on them, like relics of a bygone age. But Jaden had seen them in action; there was nothing benign about them when they were in motion.
 He had always wondered what they were like inside, and his curiosity overtook his initial fear. These things were so far above any weapon he had ever used that he could not help a masculine awe, a need to know.
 Dersai grinned at him and gestured to the ladder leading up. Jaden frowned at him before leaning forward and laying a kiss on those tempting lips. He knew why Dersai wanted him to go first. He suffered his master’s groping and lewd comments all the way up, laughing at some of the more lurid ones, and was breathless by the time he half fell into the cockpit. There he sucked in a breath of amazement.
 Dersai joined him, smacking Jaden’s butt, then rubbing it better and ignoring the swipe his lover took at him. He gently took Jaden by the shoulders, and steered him to the pilot’s chair and seated him. Jaden tried to ignore Dersai’s little grin at how Jaden seemed lost in it, so much smaller than Dersai himself.
 Dersai leaned over Jaden’s shoulder and began showing him the controls and what each of them did. Jaden listened intently, loving the feeling of height and power that sitting here gave him. What it must feel like to operate such a thing…
 Dersai chuckled, then elbowed him. “Move out of there, little one, and we will take it somewhere you can play.”
 Jaden was too shocked to even protest the “little one” comment. He vacated the seat and stood with his hands braced on the back of it, watching intently as Dersai’s fingers flew over the controls, his face becoming intent and his eyes reflecting the instrument lighting. Jaden gasped as the machine suddenly began to rise onto both feet. The feeling was dizzying.
 Then it turned and began to walk. It took Jaden a few minutes to adjust to the swaying motion. He clenched his fingers on the back of the seat, and he felt his eyes widen with the thrill of being inside and watching how it worked.
 Dersai’s hands maneuvered the huge machine deftly, with the ease of familiarity. The small smile on his face suggested he much enjoyed being in control of something so huge and complicated. The great doors to the hangar slid open. The people below them seemed so very tiny, which gave Jaden a reference point as to the sheer size of the machine and how tall it actually was when it was standing at full height. He was completely amazed and rather awed by his memories of actually attacking this thing. He had to have been utterly mad to even have conceived it.
 They passed through the doors and out onto the massive concrete pads outside that were covered in hard rubber to cushion the impact of the monster machine’s weight. Jaden was rather disappointed when they stopped; he could have kept going for hours, just viewing the scenery from such a secure height.
 Dersai rose from the chair and gestured Jaden into it. “Now, this is for the left arm, this for the right. This is for walking.” He patiently went through the controls, taking time to ensure that Jaden knew which one was which. He was a good teacher, never hurrying or impatient. His deep, slow voice encouraged Jaden to try.
 Jaden’s heart pounded with both trepidation and excitement.
 “Now gently ease the stick to the right—”
 Suddenly the scenery blurred. Dersai went to his knees as the cockpit began to spin wildly. Jaden’s screech of shock echoed through the small space, his hand frozen on the control stick as alarms rang out, half deafening them.
 Dersai lunged and knocked Jaden’s hand off the controls. The cockpit slowly stopped revolving. Jaden sat frozen, eyes wide. He heard a choked sound beside him and slowly turned his head, afraid that Dersai would be angry at him. Instead, his lover had his hand over his mouth, and his face was slowly changing color as he fought to contain himself.
 Jaden’s fear turned to annoyance, then anger as Dersai stayed on his knees, with his arms wrapped around himself, howling in laughter he could no longer restrain. Turning back to face the cockpit screen, Jaden flopped back in the seat, growling to himself while glaring outside. He crossed his arms over his chest. He had done what Dersai had told him. It was not his fault it had not worked. Stupid machine. He kicked moodily at the metal cabinet under the controls.
 Dersai finally managed to breathe again and drag himself to his feet. “That was…interesting, Jaden. But let’s try again.”
 “I don’t want to try again. This is stupid.” His scowl deepened. Then he glared at Dersai. “It does not help that my lover is laughing his ass off…”
 Dersai’s smile gentled into fondness that Jaden wanted to ignore, even as he tried to ignore the fact that he was pouting quite blatantly at his less than stellar performance. If Dersai dared bring up Jaden’s protruding lower lip, Jaden would kill him if he said anything—master or no master.
 Dersai obviously had to fight down a smile as Jaden glared daggers at him. He coughed into his hand and started again. “The stick is very touchy, as you just demonstrated. It only needs the tiniest of movements in the direction you seek. Think of it as holding a delicate egg with a chick inside; you do not want to jostle the chick too much or crush the egg, so you must be very gentle and only move small degrees.”
 Jaden looked at him with a jaundiced expression, obviously disbelieving.
 Dersai held his hands up. “That is what my mentor told me, and he was the best, so…”
 Jaden snorted but turned back to the controls after taking a deep breath to fortify his nerves. He did not want to disappoint Dersai. This was important to the other man; it was a large part of his life and—if Jaden was honest with himself— with the way their relationship was going, he hoped that one day he would be able to protect Dersai in battle. To do so, he would have to be able to go out and fight with him, stay with him, keep him safe. Not against Astoria, pray to the gods, but any other that might see Tranaden as a target. Jaden needed to be able to handle these monsters or at least understand them even if he would never reach the ability to pilot one.
 He clenched his jaw. Damn it, he was  not stupid, and this machine was  not going to get the better of him. Stupid machine.
 When they finally stopped two hours later, Jaden could have wrung out his shirt; it was so soaked with sweat. He could hardly make his way down the ladder and staggered upon reaching the blessed ground at last. He leaned against the nearest massive metal leg and took a deep breath. Two hours of lurching around like a drunken sailor was enough to give any man’s stomach a trial. His convulsed unsteadily, not sure whether to bring up his lunch or not.
 He weakly glared at Dersai, who was speaking with one of the men in the hangar. Was  he ill? No, of course not. Must be an emperor thing. Jaden growled under his breath. Still he felt a warmth as he saw Dersai leave the other man and stride toward him, a smile forming on his lips as he approached. That smile, so rare before, was for him—Jaden. It was a special gift. It was hard to be grumpy as Dersai swept him into the curve of his arm. At least until the ass mentioned supper.

* * *

That night, after making long and gentle love out on the balcony, they lay in the moonlight with a blanket pulled over them, entwined together. They were both quiet as they watched the stars. It was silent and still. A very faint wind blew over them, ruffling their hair and bringing a gentle scent from some nearby blossoming tree.

Tranaden seemed like a paradise, warm and humid, rich and verdant. It was hard to remember the winter temperatures Jaden had endured on the way here. Tucked into fertile valleys with warm winds coming off the coastline, Tranaden had a gentler climate with rich lands that were well cared for and prosperous. It was no wonder so many countries took the chance to try to conquer and possess it.

Jaden shivered and felt Dersai pull him closer in response. Somehow, after being here, seeing the people, and hearing stories of the land and its bounty and the happiness that seemed to thrive here, Jaden was beginning to understand the meaning of those metal monsters. If all this were his, he would do anything to protect it too.
 “Did your father design your machines of war?” Dersai sighed, never taking his eyes from the sky. “No, my grandfather did, and I improved upon them. That is my design you see in the hangar. We redid the old ones and created the new.”

Jaden turned to look at him, leaning on one elbow in fascination. Was there no end to the talents this man held? Dersai shrugged as though feeling Jaden’s question.

“I was always interested in mechanics as a child, always sneaking out to be with the men in the hangar. My father found my interest to be something to foster, and he encouraged me. I worked on the plans for many years and finished them six years after he died.” He drew a deep breath, trying to smile a little. “I hope he would have been proud of them. He was always interested, always listened, even though it was not anything he really wanted to know about.”
 Jaden stroked his lover’s chest in comfort. “You loved your father very much.” Dersai took the fingers of Jaden’s left hand and kissed them. “I did.” He stated simply. “He was an easy man to love. Everyone who met him, at least from Tranaden, loved him too.”

Jaden tried to imagine growing up and having to share his father with so many people, but he could not. His childhood had been much simpler. As though Dersai’s mind was following the same channels, he rolled over until he could see Jaden’s face more clearly.
 “What happened to your parents, Jaden? You have never spoken of them.” Jaden shrugged. “They were good people, very poor. They just really should never have had children. They did not know what to do with me, I think, much less with Yamina. They both died of the black fever when I was nineteen and my sister was six.”

Dersai leaned forward and kissed his shoulder, smoothing a gentle hand down over the muscles of his arm. “They should have realized what they had. I bet you were a beautiful child.”

Jaden flushed, still not used to compliments. “I was a wild child. I know that much. With very little supervision, I ran the streets and got into all sorts of mischief. That is why when my sister came along, I was very sure of what I would not let her do.”
 “We will find her, Jaden. I promise you that.” “Gods, I hope so,” Jaden whispered. “I think of her all the time, worry about 
 her. If I went through so much—” His throat closed at the images that flashed through his mind. 
 Dersai drew his whole body closer and pulled Jaden’s head onto his chest. “Do not think such things, Jaden. We will work on that when we bring her home.” Home… Was home here? Jaden sighed softly against Dersai’s skin. The concept of home was a little vague at the moment.
 Dersai stroked his hair. “I wanted to tell you that I have freed the slaves of my harem and sent them on their way with suitable compensation.”
 Jaden blinked in confusion, then tilted his head to look up at the other man. “Why would you do that? Ignis said you have some of the most beautiful and cultured slaves… Why would you let them go?”
 His lover shook his head and laid a finger over Jaden’s lips when he would have further questioned the bizarre statement. “I have all I need right here…” Dersai’s lips were warm against Jaden’s, distracting him.
 Dersai laid him down and loomed over him, smiling a little. “I think I need to take your mind off things.”
 “Oh…?” Jaden arched one brow in query, expecting a kiss.
 Instead, Dersai took Jaden’s left arm and laid his fingers around the ornate metal cuff that encased his wrist. He did something, and it suddenly clicked open. Jaden froze, watching in disbelief as Dersai gently pulled it from his arm and laid it aside, then reached for the other to do the same.
 Jaden’s heart thundered in his chest to the point that he had to gasp for air for a moment. Yes, Dersai had long since removed his ankle restraints and certainly had never chained Jaden since those first days, but…this was something much more.
 His breath stopped all together when Dersai kissed him again, then reached for the collar. When it fell away and joined the cuffs on the ground with a soft clink, Jaden put a hand to his throat in wonder, feeling the bareness without understanding.
 “Why…” He could not finish.
 Dersai brushed Jaden’s hair back and tucked it behind an ear with gentle fingers. “You are so much more to me, Jaden. You are my lover and my wolf, and neither should ever be caged. I free you tonight and tomorrow will make it official. You are no slave to me, and tomorrow all will know that.” He smiled gently. “As I will free your young friend, Rem.”
 Jaden was speechless. He had long since given up hope that he would ever be anything but slave. He had become content with his place at Dersai’s side, found the chains of bondage lighter, bearable. Dersai had treated him as so much more…but Jaden had never thought…
 He felt tears rise to his eyes and tried to blink them away. He started to turn his face so Dersai could not see his weakness, but his lover held Jaden’s chin and turned him back so that he could see the tears that tracked down Jaden’s cheeks.
 “Never turn from me, Jaden,” Dersai whispered, kissing the tears, then licking them away with his tongue. “Everything you feel is special to me, the good with the bad. The joy with the sorrow. Do not believe I would ever think less of you for such things. Have you not seen me at my worst? How could you ever think I would judge you harshly?”
 They sat up, and Jaden threw his arms around Dersai’s chest and began to sob. Everything had suddenly become too much. His past, present, and future came together in one jumble of emotion, and for once, he let it. He did not have to be strong; Dersai was here.
 For once he was not alone and trying to be brave.
 Dersai held him and rocked him, whispering soothing nonsense in his ear, enclosing him in strong arms. Jaden let it all go, and it was as a cleansing, pure and sweet, washing away all that he had undergone. His experiences would always be with him—that he knew—but maybe now it might begin to heal, might become part of the past and not something he had to carry every day.
 When the internal storm was over, he lay limp in the cradle of Dersai’s arms, numb and yet strangely content. He could lie like this forever and never have the world intrude on them. Just the two of them.
 He turned his face into Dersai’s chest and breathed deep, taking in the scent of his lover, the man he was beginning to believe he was falling in love with. He ignored the small voice, almost unheard within him, which whispered that it was never wise to love something as wild as a wolf.

* * *

Jaden struggled to keep a neutral expression on his face as he stood at the emperor’s shoulder where he sat upon the throne. He had truly believed that Dersai had not meant what he said the night before about telling the world.

But Dersai had just bluntly and without ceremony told the assembled court that Jaden and Rem had been freed and should be considered and respected as free men. The response in general had been surprisingly positive, and if a few servants hovering in the background, including Ignis, scowled…well, Jaden could live with that.

The nobles actually seemed pleased; no doubt it had something to do with the fact that their emperor seemed a different man. If Jaden was the one to keep him sane, keep him on the throne longer, then he could have been a donkey and they would have welcomed him with open arms.
 Jaden tilted his lips a little at that image. It was boring, standing there as court droned on, business was dealt with, and disputes were handled. He stood as the guards stood, at parade rest, eyes front and center. It was rather ironic that Jaden’s training as a slave and as a military man now stood him in good stead. He knew how to keep all emotion off his face, to be patient, and to use his own mind to keep himself amused.

Dersai was relaxed on the throne, legs apart in a half sprawl. Jaden looked down at the quiescent bulge at the apex of those powerful thighs and then had to tear his eyes away as his own body began to respond. How long was this stupid court going to go on for? Jaden had an emperor to thank.

Still he could spend the time pleasantly enough, imagining the different ways that gratitude could take form in. He had to stop when he realized that although the throne might hide the growing erection tenting his pants, sooner or later he was going to have to move, and then…
 Damn. Stupid court. Stupid people and their stupid problems. Were they not able to resolve things for themselves? Why did they have to come to Dersai with even the most trivial of issues?

Jaden watched his lover at work and was most impressed. Dersai’s patience seemed to be endless, although when he felt that someone was being less than truthful or being difficult out of sheer pigheadedness, a frown would form on his brow—only that—and the parties involved would find a swift way to resolve their differences.

Dersai never raised his voice. He did not have to. A look from those piercing eyes convinced anyone that they had best mend their ways swiftly. And yet it was obvious to anyone that the emperor truly cared for his people. Even a small issue was discussed seriously and thoroughly and resolved in a fair and just manner.

Jaden wondered what the rest of the world, so terrified of this man, would say if they could see him now. Please, gods, he prayed fervently,  do not let war come upon us once more. Do not give the demon full rein ever again.

When court was at last over, they returned to their rooms. Jaden flung himself upon Dersai the moment the door shut them off from the rest of the world. Dersai caught him with an ooomf, startled at his sudden forcefulness, then began to grin as Jaden tore impatiently at his ornate uniform.
 “Gods damned freaking—how can you wear all this? Stupid—” Dersai gently freed his uniform from Jaden’s destructive fingers and began to undress himself as he fended off his suddenly aggressive lover. Jaden glared at him, then seemed to realize that he himself was overdressed. He enthusiastically began to remove his own clothing, never taking his eyes from Dersai.

“You’re a tease,” he growled at the older man. “Sitting on that damned throne, all regal and cool, damned uniform with tight pants, showing everything off.” He pulled Dersai’s face down for a kiss, then released him to pull off his own boots. “Mine. You’re mine. Stop showing off your assets to the rest of the damned population. I wanted to pull you off that throne and have you right there, right in front of them all. Show them—”

Realizing that Dersai was finally naked distracted Jaden for a moment. He quickly wrapped himself around his lover and pushed him backward toward the bed. When the backs of Dersai’s legs hit the massive bed, Jaden pushed him less than gently and followed him down so that he sprawled over the larger man’s body. He rained kisses and nips over his lover’s dark brown skin. When at last he straddled Dersai’s waist, he sat up, hands restlessly roamed over his lover’s chest as he met Dersai’s amused expression.
 “What?” he growled. 
 “My little wolf is feeling dominant tonight,” Dersai murmured, his eyes gleaming as he stretched a little, displaying lean muscle shifting under his skin. “Damn tease,” Jaden muttered again, frowning. Dersai’s eyebrows rose. Mischief gleamed in his eyes as he lifted his hips and began to grind his growing erection under Jaden’s own. Jaden moaned, losing himself in the sensations for a moment. Then he grasped Dersai’s wrists, pulled them over his lover’s head, and pinned them there.

Dersai lay quiescent, accepting Jaden’s dominance, only lifting his head for a kiss. Jaden gladly accepted the offer, plundering that mouth thoroughly, laying claim.

His.
 He had never wanted anyone the way he wanted this man. His body sang with need; it pulsed with it. In all the times they had lain together, Jaden had never really had the chance to appreciate his lover’s magnificent body; Dersai had always overwhelmed Jaden to the point he simply accepted what was done to him and never completely participated because his senses rendered him helpless.

Tonight would change that. He was utterly determined in that regard. He was going to take time and explore every inch of this delicious body. For the first time, he felt free to do so. He was no longer slave. Dersai was no longer his master; he was his lover.

Jaden leaned down after a growled command to leave those wrists where they were—or else—and began to tongue Dersai’s nipples, which were an even darker brown than his chest. Jaden grinned at his lover’s swift gasp and laved the nubs with his tongue, then blew cool air upon them. Dersai moaned faintly. His fingers flexed restlessly, but he obeyed Jaden and did not move his hands from above his head.

Jaden suckled one turgid nipple. He loved the shivers that ran through his lover’s large body and the quickened breathing that showed Dersai’s need. It made Jaden feel powerful, confident, free.

He could feel Dersai’s huge erection growing ever larger under his own, and every so often he rubbed his body over it, relishing the hardness pressing against him. He then abandoned the wet, rigid nipples to the cool air of the room and began to nip and lick his way down Dersai’s taut stomach. He relished the taste of his lover’s skin and watched with satisfaction as each area showed his marks upon dark flesh.

His.
 Dersai’s body twitched with anticipation as Jaden slid down, lying full length between his lover’s outstretched legs. Jaden licked his lips before looking all the way up that long body and meeting Dersai’s smoldering gaze. Only then did he slowly lower his head and smooth his tongue over the head of Dersai’s shaft. He lapped up the pearls of cum that lay there, taking his lover’s essence into his own body.
 Dersai gave a soft cry that turned into Jaden’s name. His head tilted back, and his fingers tore at the covers as Jaden swallowed him as deeply as size allowed.
 Jaden was merciless. He hummed and pressed his tongue along the underside of the shaft, which pulsed and twitched under his ministrations. One of his hands pumped at the base where his mouth could not reach, occasionally twisting a little or pressing hard.
 Dersai writhed under him, his eyes wide but seeing nothing, his lips open, and chest heaving with short pants. Sweat began to gleam on his face and chest. “Gods…Jaden. So good, so…please…need you…please…”
 Jaden watched Dersai’s large balls begin to draw up, and he squeezed the base of his lover’s shaft, holding back the pinnacle that Dersai was flying toward.
 “No.” Dersai’s protest was weak. He panted as he tried to focus on controlling his body. “Jaden, please…”
 Jaden’s own shaft was so hard, pulsing with so much need and want that he felt like it could drill right through the bed. He wanted his lover inside him, the way it was meant to be. He wanted that hot, thick shaft buried so deep inside him that he could taste it. This could be no long, drawn-out affair; they were both too needy, too laden with emotion to be rational.
 Jaden reached for the oil and rose onto his knees, then arched as he sank his trembling fingers within his own body. Dersai watched him, his stare molten.
 “Beautiful… Gods, you are so beautiful, my wolf, my Jaden…” His hands at last left their invisible bindings and moved to Jaden’s hips. “Take me, my love…”
 The words made Jaden arch farther. Faint tears came to his eyes, and it only made him want his lover more. He pulled his fingers free of his channel, feeling empty and needful, before grasping Dersai’s shaft and presenting it to his stretched opening. They both moaned in unison as Jaden lowered himself, letting the massive head work its way into his tight heat. They stayed motionless for a moment, letting Jaden adjust. Then suddenly Jaden let his weight drop, impaling himself on the rod of flesh. Both men cried out, one in total pleasure, one in pleasure-pain, both immersed in their bodies’ reactions.
 Dersai stroked up Jaden’s ribs, his glazed eyes trying to focus. “Are you all right?”
 His concern made Jaden lean forward and lay a gentle kiss on willing lips. Then he sat back up, his face taut with need and determination. He made the first few strokes easy, giving his body time adjust to the invader. Then he rose onto his knees so that only the tip remained in his body. He rotated his hips, teasing the head of Dersai’s shaft and letting the rest of it cool. Then he plunged down.
 Dersai almost screamed; with his head arched back into the bed and his eyes rolled up, he tightened his fingers upon Jaden’s hips to the point of pain. Jaden did not mind; his eyes were fixed upon his lover’s face as he rose to do the maneuver all over again. Rise, circle, circle, circle, plunge.
 Dersai’s eyes were wild. His chest heaved for the breath he could not seem to find as he rode the waves of pleasure and heat and cold that engulfed him.
 “Mine,” Jaden hissed as he leaned forward to nip at Dersai’s lower lip. “You are mine… Say it!”
 “Yours…only yours. Always yours…”
 Jaden stared down at Dersai with fevered eyes as his hips began to move faster, almost slamming himself up and down on his impalement.
 Dersai growled. His lips drew back from his teeth, his look turning feral. With a surge of strength, he reversed their positions, looming over Jaden now, and nipped his way down his lover’s neck. Using his teeth, Dersai caught the skin where Jaden’s shoulder and neck joined. His hips made short, sharp thrusts as if he could not control himself any longer.
 “Mine,” Dersai half snarled in return, demanding the words be returned as though needing to know his feelings were not one-sided.
 Jaden reached out with trembling fingers and found Dersai’s cheek; he stroked it with a gentle touch, trying to put all he felt into that simple gesture. He met his lover’s fierce gaze with his own fire.
 “I am yours, always yours, Dersai.” The tightness in Jaden’s chest seemed to break free at the words, and he smiled with a sense of release so great he felt tears prick his eyes.
 Dersai’s face relaxed, and his eyes filled with triumph, though his gaze never left Jaden. His thrusts became hard and deep. Jaden twisted under his lover, feeling like he could not breathe, could not take any more, could not…
 Jaden reached forward to pinch both Dersai’s nipples, hard, and Dersai came undone.
 “Jaden!” he screamed to the very heavens. His body arched like a bow, impaling Jaden utterly as Dersai’s cum jetted into the hot, wet recesses of his body. Jaden came from the sight of Dersai alone—his face twisted in pleasure, his body locked in place with the force of his orgasm. Never had Jaden seen anything so beautiful; he forced his eyes to stay open so he wouldn’t miss a moment of the sight before him.
 Jaden’s shaft pulsed and twitched. His cream spurted over Dersai’s stomach and chest, white on brown skin. He shuddered at the visual stimulation, then collapsed and pulled Dersai down on top of his chest. He could feel the moisture of his own seed against his skin, but he did not care. He panted into Dersai’s neck, then gave a feeble nip, sighing as his body went limp. Dersai slid his weight off him but wrapped around his back to hold him close.
 “Mine,” Jaden sighed with satiation.
 “Yours,” agreed Dersai, his voice soft with love, satisfaction, and completion.
 They closed their eyes.
 For this moment, all was right.

* * *

Freed from the fetters of slavery, both physical and culturally, Jaden found a whole new world opening before him. The fear and anger that had become such a part of him began to ease and no longer hold the prominence it once had. He loved and was loved in a way he had never experienced, and anything felt possible.

He could now leave Dersai’s rooms and go where he wished. Most often he was in Dersai’s company, but his lover encouraged him to do things that interested him, so he explored the massive palace, which was built into the side of a mountain. Thousands of years old, it contained so many things of interest—from books and maps to paintings and hangings. History was part of the present here, and Jaden loved to reverently touch the old things, imagine who had created them so very long ago. He studied Tranaden’s past, feeling that this knowledge would give him a better insight into its emperors and therefore understanding the current emperor.

He often wandered the great gallery that lay before the throne room, standing and staring at each portrait. Now that he knew their history, their faces were so much more poignant. He had read the journals of each one, knew what issues they had faced in their day, heard of the progression of their madness…knew how and when they had died.

The portrait of Dersai’s father was the worst, and Jaden silently sent thoughts to that dead shade that his son was not alone now, that he would be cared for. Most often, though, Jaden stood and looked at the portrait of Dersai as a youth. It always saddened him to the see the difference between that boy and man as he was now. It was a gulf of time and pain and discovery. The boy seemed to have disappeared, although now and then, with Jaden, that mischievous smile flashed forth just for a split second. But maybe, just maybe, the truth of that boy still lay in the man. Maybe love could erase some of the past… For them both.
 Jaden hoped so. * * *

Dersai now took Jaden with him when he went to practice with his men at the weapon’s salle that joined onto the barracks. It was a little uncomfortable at first; Jaden felt like the soldiers were judging him. But soon there were those who opened up to him, caring more for their emperor’s happiness than any idea of rank or nationality.

Jaden soon found that at least in this area of Tranaden, people seemed a lot more open-minded than in Astoria. It was a restful change that he could speak of all manner of subjects and not be ridiculed for his views. Soon the weapon’s salle became a place of peace for Jaden, and he even went there without Dersai when the emperor was too busy.

It was pleasant there with the men; there were no pretentions or duty, simply good, strong companionship. Several men there were in long-term man-man relationships. Jaden watched them and learned. To see others accepting such a thing calmly and without prejudice made Jaden see his own bond with Dersai in a different light. Some of these men were older and had been together for most of their lives. The love between them was true and deep. They were utterly content.

Was it possible that such a thing could await Jaden with Dersai? It seemed so unlikely that what was strong now could stretch that far, but here were examples Jaden could not refute. It made him ponder many things, wish for things he had not thought of before.

The future seemed to be more hopeful than he could have thought just a short while ago. He had been in Tranaden for over six months now. It seemed like such a brief flash of time; so much had happened. He had become almost another person entirely. He looked back on the things that had happened to the other “him” and it felt like it had all happened to another person entirely. Perhaps that was a sign he was truly beginning to heal.

Rem, exploring his own new freedom, often followed in Jaden’s footsteps to the salle. Jaden had lately noticed a hint of interest in a very handsome young soldier, and Rem flushed whenever the other man looked at him. Jaden could only smile. He wished his younger friend luck; Rem certainly deserved it, and that soldier better treat him well, or Jaden would…

He scoffed at himself. He was beginning to sound like a father. Jaden grinned. Soon he hoped to persuade Dersai to bring his sons home. If that happened, Jaden very much wanted to be part of their lives. He had experience in raising his sister; it would not be too much of a stretch to include two boys.

So far Dersai had resisted his pleas. His fear of the madness was too potent, his memories of his father’s horrible death too vivid. Jaden hoped with time that he would soften on this issue. When they found Yamina, they would truly be a family. Jaden longed for that with everything within him. Never a day went by that he did not think of Yamina and ask Dersai for news. But so far…nothing. Dersai did not seem downcast about it though. He seemed confident that they would find her. Jaden wished he felt as positive.

But for now, things were wonderful. They spent the days at a proper distance, but if they were together, their eyes seldom left each other. Jaden would feel Dersai’s hot stare upon him, and when the emperor was conducting business, Jaden would watch. The sheer power and presence of his lover made him drool and fidget impatiently, longing for the night.

Sometimes they ate in the great hall, and it was always pleasant—the happiness and camaraderie of the people, the music, the atmosphere of culture and refinement. Singing and dancing were the norm after the meal was finished and enough drink had been consumed to make people lose their inhibitions. That was often when Jaden and Dersai could slip away undetected for their own private celebrations.

Other times they ate in Dersai’s rooms, just the two of them. These were the times that Jaden liked best. They talked about a wide range of subjects, often arguing more or less amiably about the current one, and then it would slide into passionate lovemaking—sometimes wild and strong, sometimes gentle and drawn out—until they were both left sated and content in each other’s arms.

The cloud of war seemed far away and unreal. Surely it could not touch what they had now. Surely it could not come between them, despite who they each were. As far as Jaden was concerned, life just could not get better than this.

Perhaps that was why a small part of him waited for something to come and destroy it. He almost expected it. Their time together would have been perfect if the outside world had not intruded. Several times Jaden overheard advisors commenting on the unrest in Astoria and the threat it posed. Each incident made Jaden more fearful for the future of his country.

Dersai seemed adamant in his refusal to take action against the rebellion, but sometimes when people spoke to him of the violence engendered so close to their borders, the shadow in Dersai’s eyes grew, and Jaden saw the demon staring back at him for long moments. If the threat grew too great…Dersai himself had said that he might not be able to control it this time.

Jaden tried to keep his faith in Dersai alive. Right now his lover was in charge, not the demon within him, and Jaden was here to help him fight. Together, they could find a way through this.

* * *

In apparent response to the possible threat at his borders, Dersai soon became rigid in his need for constant training of his military. Jaden supposed Astoria’s instability definitely gave rise to such preparation, but it gave him a chill to see the great machines in groups. They were never taken very far, because it cost too much to fuel them, so they practiced close to the palace—drilling maneuvers and mock battles that tested the pilot’s reflexes and honed their mental preparation.

Jaden discovered there were smaller machines, about half the size of the larger ones. They were lighter and faster and regularly patrolled the country’s borders. Rarely were these at home unless they were being repaired. They could run much faster than any horse and faster than most ground vehicles on flat land. They were nimble on difficult terrain, with long arms that could brace the machine and balance it in dangerous situations.

These smaller machines carried significant firepower for their size, and their reputation alone was why the larger ones were so rarely used. From what Jaden had gathered and read, it seemed the large ones were only brought into play if true hostilities were expected.

Determined to believe his country would not be so foolish as to repeat their mistake of attacking Tranaden in the first place, Jaden believed his lover was overreacting, although he would never say such. Dersai held a duty to his people, and they needed to see that their forces were prepared for anything. Jaden even decided to continue his training in the machines. After his first rather uninspiring attempts in the cockpit, he finally consented to practice his skills. Dersai encouraged his enthusiasm, praising his reaction times and ability to reason his way through the machine’s capabilities.

On this day of training, Dersai guided Jaden to pilot the great machine to a firing range. When Jaden realized where they were, he could only sit in silence, listening to Dersai’s factual teachings with only half an ear. His pulse pounded in his ears and he stared at the target. Images of his city being sacked, the devastation, and the death flashed through his mind.

His fingers shook upon the controls, and he felt a surge of shame that he was here, wielding an enemy’s weapon. He could not bring himself to fire the great guns for real.

“Just press the button, Jaden.” Dersai’s tone held no knowledge of Jaden’s inner turmoil, and something boiled up in Jaden at Dersai’s lack of forethought as memories of the past returned with a vengeance.

“No.” Jaden fought to keep his voice level, fought to keep his anger from spilling over on Dersai. He could feel his lover’s eyes on him.
 “It’s just a target, little one—”
 “It’s not about the fucking target!” Jaden heard his own fury with a sort of distant horror, but it would not be contained, could not be withheld. “You don’t get it, do you?” Pain spiked in his chest as he saw Dersai withdraw.
 Dersai’s face hardened—the return of the mask he showed the world, the mask he had lowered for Jaden alone. He watched Jaden in silence for long moments, his eyes a little sad, then nodded. “Perhaps it is best we stop this exercise now. It obviously serves no purpose but to reopen old wounds.” His voice was steady but wooden.
 They returned to the hangar in silence, but once the machine powered down, Jaden turned in the seat and reached for Dersai’s hand.
 “I’m sorry,” he whispered, kissing the lax palm he held. “I didn’t mean to lash out at you. You did nothing to deserve it. It’s just…”
 Dersai was motionless for a time. Then he sighed deep and long and knelt before Jaden in the pilot’s seat. “No, I am the one to be sorry. I forget sometimes. It is too easy to believe that you have always been mine, always been part of my life. I think part of me just wants to forget our pasts, wants to have nothing but the here and now. That is not possible…”
 Jaden leaned forward, cupped Dersai’s face, and kissed him gently. “We will make it possible,” he vowed fiercely.
 But in the coming days the shadow of that occurrence continued to lie between them, unspoken and deadly. They both attempted to ignore it and tried to move on.
 Jaden’s only thought for the use of his newfound skills had been a desire to be with Dersai, to be at his side so Jaden could protect him. But now, after having been asked to actually fire the guns…
 It wore upon Jaden. Weeks later, he woke in the middle of the night, sweating, his eyes wide in the darkness. He realized that he had truly become one with the very enemy that had destroyed his city and ripped his life apart. He thought of those of his people who had died in that very attack, his captain crushed by Dersai himself.
 He tried to push the thoughts aside, rationalizing to himself that Dersai had had no choice. At that point, he had not been himself. Jaden now knew that. It was not Dersai’s fault.
 But the murdered people haunting Jaden’s dreams did not seem to agree.

* * *

Jaden knew Dersai sensed something was wrong in the days following that horrific dream. He would often ask Jaden what was troubling him and if he could help, but Jaden always shook it off, said it was nothing of importance. Dersai would look into Jaden’s eyes and then kiss him, but a frown was on his brow more these days, and he did not seem convinced that Jaden was being completely honest.

Jaden wished he could reassure his lover, but his own heart seemed torn. His own acceptance of his actions and plans for the future had started to clash with his past more and more each day as Dersai seemed increasingly tense. Jaden could see a desperation in his eyes. Several messengers came to the palace and took Dersai aside for meetings. Jaden was not told of the purpose of these gatherings; he only knew that Dersai’s temper worsened still more after them, the demon ever closer to the surface. It caused Jaden to withdraw further. The tension between them and the growing threat of war made those around them wary as well.

With each day, Jaden felt his convictions of Dersai’s true nature begin to waver; if the demon only came out when Dersai or the country was threatened, did this mean there was a threat his lover was not speaking of? Was Astoria risking rebellion despite all good sense to the contrary?
 He wondered how they could both get past the misunderstandings that seemed all too frequent now. Chapter Seven

So it was on a morning some six weeks after their argument on the weapons range, Jaden woke to watch in bleary-eyed confusion as his lover rose from the bed and began to dress in his uniform. Jaden frowned. He had heard of no official events that day. He rose to his feet, padded over to Dersai, and slid his arms around his lover’s lean waist, completely interfering with the art of dressing.

Dersai turned and offered him a kiss, but it was perfunctory and abstract. Jaden drew back, confused. A frisson of concern shot through him when he saw how completely Dersai was focused inside himself. He was rarely like that. Except before the last time the demon had completely surfaced…

Jaden drew a quick breath, his gaze quickly moving to Dersai’s face. His lover’s eyes seemed clear, but he was obviously mulling something deeply. And he was tense—just like the last time.

Stomach tightening, Jaden remained silent, simply reaching forward and helping Dersai with the complicated uniform. When Dersai at last stood clothed in all the splendor of a full Tranaden empiric uniform, he laid a gentle kiss upon Jaden’s forehead and raised his hand to brush back Jaden’s hair. “I need you with me today, Jaden. I have something I have to do, and it involves you.”

Jaden raised a brow in query, but Dersai seemed unusually reticent. Frowning again, Jaden found clothing of his own and dressed with some haste, dread finding a harbor in his mind. What could this possibly be about?

They ate breakfast in silence. Jaden could see Dersai going over something in his mind, like he was checking something for flaws. When they finally finished and left the room, the elites—headed by Rafe—were waiting. Rafe looked anything but happy; the grim look he bestowed upon his emperor seemed to indicate a disagreement about something, but Dersai held up a hand and Rafe bit back whatever he wanted to say.

They passed down the corridors in silence, passed through the great courtyard outside, then out the massive gates. Jaden froze.
 Eight of the massive machines stood in tight formation, the one to the fore kneeling, waiting. Dersai’s machine…
 What in the hells? “Dersai—” Jaden began. He had to know.
 His lover turned to look at him with a tight smile. “I cannot tell you, Jaden. It is a surprise, so you must wait. I have to make sure—” He shook his head at some inner thought. “If it does not work…”
 Jaden swallowed his questions, but the dread within him coiled tighter. He followed Dersai up into the cockpit and stood behind the seat, hands shaking slightly as he steadied himself. Dersai’s hands flew over the controls, his face settling into the cold, calm alertness that seemed to characterize a pilot’s demeanor.
 Jaden shivered.
 One of Dersai’s hands came up to cover his own for a moment. “It will be fine, Jaden. I wish I could tell you—” He broke off, shook his head again and raised the machine to both legs. They turned and left the vicinity of the palace for the first time in Jaden’s experience, the vibration of the machine’s legs on concrete giving way to the softer  thump thump of the dirt road that led up and out of the valley…toward Astoria.
 Jaden swallowed bile. He looked over Dersai’s shoulder and down at the screens, where he saw evidence of the other seven machines follow in perfect formation—military formation.
 Behind the machines were several smaller vehicles.
 Had there been an attack? Had Astoria done something to finally rouse Tranaden’s emperor to action?
 This did not feel right.

* * *

It took over three hours, even with the ground-covering strides of the great machines, to reach their destination—the Astorian border. The closer they came, the tenser Jaden became. And when he realized that they were indeed headed for Astoria, his thoughts exploded with conjecture and fear.

He realized with harsh clarity that he did not truly know the mind of this man who was emperor. Had the leader of Tranaden rethought his position on not conquering Astoria? Or had he lied to Jaden from the beginning? After all, what better thing than to have a former soldier of the enemy at his side to betray his country’s secrets? What if Astoria was not rebelling at all, not planning to attack Tranaden? What if this had all been simply an elaborate trick to retake the country and eliminate any and all opposition this time?

Jaden looked at the emperor’s head from where he stood behind him, and a great rage flared up inside him. Memories and suspicions rose like dark clouds within him, blinding him and deafening him to any voice of reason that remained.

The machines stopped, and theirs went to one knee before the emperor powered it down and gestured to Jaden to follow him down the ladder. Jaden did so, his face set and grim.

The clearing they stood in was beautiful, and now that the machines had powered down, Jaden could hear the water flowing in the river that formed the boundary between the two countries. Its gentle movements could be heard in the sudden silence as the water burbled beneath the thin layers of ice. The crispness of the air at this altitude made sound carry beautifully. Birds sang in the conifer forest that surrounded the clearing.

One of the aides came forward to offer the emperor a cloak. Dersai accepted it, swung it over his shoulders, and slapped his leather-clad hands together against the chill. He seemed less brooding now that they had apparently reached their destination. A small smile tilted his lips as he looked over to the other side of the river. Dersai turned to Jaden, the smile still in place and anticipation in his eyes.
 Jaden’s doubts solidified. Dersai laid a hand on Jaden’s shoulder; then the smile slipped as Jaden shrugged it off. Rage filled his heart that his lover would show amusement at a time like this. It only confirmed his growing surety.

“I won’t do it.” Jaden emphasized his fury with a low, angry hiss. Dersai blinked, then frowned in concern. “Jaden—”
 “How could you? How could you lie to me?” Jaden half choked on the words,

furious at himself for the display of emotion, now when he wanted so badly to be in control.
 Dersai stared at him in silence, confusion on his face, in his eyes.
 “It was all a lie, everything you said, everything you did. All to get me to do this.”
 Dersai put out a hand, but Jaden backed away, clenching his fists, wanting to hurt this man as he was hurting Jaden.
 “You godsdamned monster. Did you really think I would help you take over my own country? Did you really think fucking me was going to bring me around to your way of thinking? Well you and your fucking demon can go screw yourselves. I won’t do it. So your plan comes to nothing.”
 Several shocked gasps sounded around them, but for that moment, there was only the two of them, eye to eye. The emperor was silent and still, his hand falling to his side. For a split second, unimaginable pain flashed in those dark eyes. Then something slammed shut in Dersai’s expression. All emotion bled from his gaze until it was exactly as Jaden remembered at the beginning of their association— cold and bottomless.
 His face became pinched and drawn as he stared silently over Jaden’s shoulder. He then took a deep, shuddering breath and turned away. He walked up to Rafe, who stood by one of the vehicles. The captain’s face was dark with rage as he stared incredulously at Jaden.
 “Plans have changed, Rafe. Keep Jaden here until I get back. I will take the original number.” The emperor’s voice was completely without tone.
 “Your Majesty… Please take one of the machines. I have a feeling…”
 “No.” The emperor spit out the word with force.
 Rafe finally nodded, face pale with worry. “Take me with you, then.”
 “No, I have the others. They are skilled; you know so yourself. I need you to take care of things here.”
 Rafe struggled visibly within himself, then finally bowed his head. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty.” His lips were tight with disapproval he could not voice.
 Jaden watched in suspicion as eight men clambered into the vehicle, with Dersai in the driver’s seat. Dersai gave a last look at Rafe and laid a hand on his arm. “It will be fine, my friend. I will be back within the hour.” He did not look in Jaden’s direction at all.
 Rafe nodded, but the worry on his face did not diminish as the vehicle slowly moved away, carefully negotiating the shallow waters of the river before powering up to climb the steep slope through the trees. The sound of its motor echoed through the area. As it reached the summit and disappeared, the sound slowly began to fade until there was silence once more.
 The men talked quietly to each other, their faces tense, their bodies restless. Jaden sat down where he was, cross-legged, ignoring the cold ground, only now beginning to feel the effects of his discovery. What now? Was he prisoner? Or would he return to being slave, but without the masquerade? He took a deep breath, feeling fear rise alongside the fury. What did his future hold now?
 He glanced at the other men, many of whom he had become friendly with over the months, but they would not look at him. Perhaps that also had been false, he mused bitterly.
 As time stretched on, Jaden began to notice inconsistencies in the events surrounding him, and his confusion grew. Why had they only brought eight of the machines? And why were they sitting here, waiting? Why had the emperor gone on with so few men? It made no sense.
 He finally got up and stretched, beginning to be infected by the anxiety that so possessed the other men. One of the lieutenants, a young man about Jaden’s age named Yuris, came to stand by the emperor’s machine and absently stroked its leg with one hand as he stared blindly across the river with trepidation in his eyes.
 He sighed then, long and low, and turned to look at Jaden, something perilously close to hatred in his eyes. “You don’t deserve him. You never did.”
 Jaden raised a brow as realization came to the fore. This man loved the emperor but in a much more personal way than the others.
 “He is all yours now,” Jaden sneered, crossing his arms over his chest defensively.
 “You are a fool,” the other man said with force. “To have what he offered in your hands, something many of us would give an arm for and to cast it away so carelessly—” He spat on the ground at Jaden’s feet. “Gods help you when you realize your mistake. And gods help us when the repercussions appear.” He turned and strode off, anger in every line of his body.
 Jaden growled under his breath, some part of him disturbed to find there were others who wanted Dersai. He shook himself free of the thoughts. What was it to him? They could have him. There was nothing there of the man Jaden loved; it was all a lie, a fabrication. An ache in his chest grew, and he rubbed at it angrily.
 He turned away irritably and began to pace. He wished this was all over, that he could find out what his fate would be and move on. Waiting was terrible.
 Hours passed, and still there was no word. By the look on Rafe’s face, the man would give anything to go after the others. This obviously had not been part of the plan. A great tension rose in Jaden. Something had happened, but what? Were his people dying at the hand of the monster of Tranaden even now?
 A shout from the ridge made them all start and swing their heads in that direction. Many of the men’s hands went to their weapons. Three figures appeared and began a clumsy descent of the slope, slipping and sliding downward. Jaden could see that one of them was holding someone’s body wrapped in a blanket or some other covering and was protecting them with his body as he struggled to keep his balance.
 As Rafe and the others raced to meet them, Jaden found himself trailing behind, trying to discover what was occurring. He reached them just as the three men were talking breathlessly to Rafe. Jaden caught his breath at the sight of tears in their eyes.
 “It was as you suspected, Rafe. A trap. The emperor ordered us out or we would have stayed. We would have fought but…” The man looked down at the bundle he carried. “He said the first concern was the child.”
 Child? Jaden tilted his head, puzzled as the man gently set the slight figure in his arms upright. Slender hands clutched at the blanket, and soon the child’s features came into view.
 Jaden almost fainted. “Yamina?”
 He stepped forward uncertainly. So much time had passed, but maybe… The child, a girl of perhaps twelve or so, turned at his voice. Joy suffused her face as she launched herself at him. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she wept.

Gods, oh gods. At first Jaden could not believe it; he ran his hands over her, stroking her hair, touching her face and her back, disbelieving. Then he felt tears streaking his cheeks, hot and wet.
 “Jaden.” It was only when he heard her voice that it all sank in, and he wept, hugging her tightly, rocking her, unable to speak for all that was in his heart at that moment. So caught up in the intensity of his relief and joy, it took some time for Jaden to hear the men arguing.
 “I say fuck the treaty. We go after him and the others. I am not leaving him there to be tortured!” Lieutenant Yuris’s voice was strident; it pierced Jaden’s thoughts so that he was recalled to the present.  Tortured? What in the hells is he talking about…?
 Small hands tugged at him and he looked down at Yamina.
 “Your friend, Dersai, he was shot,” she said. “People came and attacked him when we were leaving. He was really nice to me, Jaden. I don’t want him hurt.” His sister’s eyes filled with fresh tears.

His friend…
 Realization crashed over him in waves. He had betrayed Dersai in the worst way possible. There had been no planned attack. This was simply the culmination of the plans Dersai had often talked of, the hope that they could find Yamina.
 Dear gods, what had he done? Pain squeezed Jaden’s chest so tightly that he thought he might pass out. He had thought with the machines there… What if it had only been to practice, an opportunity to do training? Or even to protect Dersai? Why had Dersai kept this secret? Why had he not told Jaden?
 “I cannot tell you, Jaden. It is a surprise, so you must wait. I have to make sure—If it does not work…” Dersai’s earlier words came back to haunt Jaden. His lover had told him, but Jaden had been too mired in the past to listen.
 He lunged to his feet, holding Yamina close.

Tortured. They had his lover. They had his Dersai. The emperors could not be killed by an attacker; they lived until madness took them or they died by the hand of their own people in mercy. These people could do anything to Dersai, and he would somehow live in agony until the demon found a way to break free and destroy his enemies.
 Jaden’s blood began to boil. Dersai had gone there in peace. He had not taken his weapons of war. He had honored the treaty between the two countries, but others had not. Jaden’s own people had not honored their word.
 Holding Yamina tightly to his chest, he marched up to Rafe, not flinching when the soldiers looked at him with sharp disapproval. “Well, when are you going to get him?” Jaden’s voice was clipped and harsh with his own emotions.
 Rafe scowled at him, a sort of desperation in his eyes. “We have strict orders. Under no circumstances are we to cross the border or violate the treaty.”
 “You are going to leave him there?” Jaden had to prevent himself from attacking the captain. Were these people crazy?
 “We gave our word to him. He made us swear.” Rafe’s contorted face told how much he wanted to break his word.
 Jaden lifted his chin. “Well I did not swear to him, and he told me nothing about staying on this side. I have no oath to break.” He whirled on his heel and headed for Dersai’s machine, half expecting to feel a shot from one of the soldiers’ guns pierce him. He held Yamina closer, unable to bear to leave her behind and knowing she would not want to endure that either.
 He reached the massive metal leg and gently told Yamina to climb up. As he took the first step behind her, a hand caught his coat.
 Yuris glared at him. “What the fuck are you doing? Trying to be some great hero now after you destroyed him?”
 Jaden shook the hand off and returned the glare a hundredfold. “I am trying to right a wrong, and by the gods, Dersai is not the one who is going to pay for my stupidity!” His vehemence seemed to startle the other man, who stepped back and allowed Jaden to continue his climb. He reached the cockpit, heart pounding, and managed to smile as Yamina stared around with fascination.
 “You can drive this, Jaden?” The wonder in her voice made him ruffle her hair and take a deep breath.
 “Yes, my sister, I can.”
 He slid into the familiar seat with a pang of loss. For once, Dersai was not there to give him gentle prompting, to laugh at his mistakes… His lips thinned as he started the great engines.

Dersai…
 At first, after they got moving, Jaden almost had to turn back when he realized he had no idea where he was even going. But when he glanced down at the glowing maps on the screen, he saw the pulsing dot that indicated the vehicle Dersai had taken. From there, it was simple to guide the machine in that direction.
 Jaden’s hands shook with adrenaline. It was all he could do to recall Dersai’s training and keep his mind on the myriad of tasks that must be performed to keep the machine on the move.
 Yamina kept touching him, and he found himself having to do the same, having to actually feel the solidity of her to convince himself she was real. There was so much he wanted to ask her; he feared her answers, but he needed to know. What had she undergone? What mental and perhaps physical scars did she bear, even as Jaden did?
 He shook his head. He must focus now on the task before him. There would be time enough later for that. He had an emperor to retrieve.
 He glanced at the monitors again, his eyes widening as he saw seven dots following him. Were they chasing him or coming to help? He clenched his teeth as he pushed the machine faster. It did not matter; they were damn well not going to stop him now.
 The machine’s long legs ate up distance with swift efficiency, and in no time at all, Jaden stood on a hill overlooking the town that dared to touch the emperor of Tranaden. He took a deep breath as his anger rose. The fact that he had actually been to this town when he was younger meant very little at this moment. It no longer mattered that he was from Astoria. It did not matter that the emperor was a native of Tranaden. It only mattered that he loved Dersai.
 His lips twisted bitterly. To discover that fact now, to have his mind cleared of all impediments, was a cruel joke. He loved Dersai more than life, more than nationality, more than the past. To realize that now when it was clearly too late…Jaden closed his eyes briefly, then turned to look at Yamina.
 “I want you to sit down over there and hold on tight, okay?”
 His sister nodded and went to do as he asked. Jaden hesitated then, realizing that he had created quite the problem for himself by bringing her. “Yamina, I am going to be a little angry as I do this. It is not anger at you, okay? This is at the people who have hurt my friend, but when it gets too much, cover your ears.”
 Yamina tilted her head much as Jaden often did, a faint smile curving her lips. “Are you going to use swear words, Jaden?”
 Damn. Jaden flushed a little. “I might…a few. Maybe.” Oh hells. Jaden swung to look at her firmly. “Just remember, don’t you do this just because I am doing it. It is only because of these people, all right? It is not right to do normally.”
 Yamina nodded, but the amusement was still in her eyes, and she suddenly seemed much too wise for a twelve-year-old. Jaden growled a little under his breath. He had forgotten how complicated the brother-parent role could be. He turned back to the controls, trying to set aside his flustered thoughts and set the machine in motion.
 It took the gentle downward slope easily. He could see people on the streets, but the moment they felt the vibration of the coming Tranaden weapon, they fled into various buildings.

You better run, Jaden thought uncharitably. His lips thinned grimly. He was beginning to understand Dersai’s thoughts more clearly. At this moment, Jaden too would do anything to protect one he loved, just as Dersai protected his country and his people. If this is what the emperor felt, then it made sense that he would do anything, even kill.
 Jaden bit his lip, trying to retain reason in the face of his own anger. He did not want to harm anyone, but there was no reason not to destroy property. The people of this town had no idea who Jaden was and had no reason to believe he held life sacred. They would simply believe what they had experienced in the past—that the pilots of these machines were merciless. Perhaps in this case, that belief might save their lives. Perhaps Jaden could bluff his way through this.
 The huge machine came up to the very edge of the town and stopped, the cockpit slowly swiveling as it viewed the layout of the buildings. Where would they hold an emperor? The vehicle that Dersai had taken sat quite a distance back from the main gates, as though Dersai and the others had gone in on foot.
 No one came out to negotiate, and Jaden realized he would have to make more of an impact than this. He scanned the surroundings and saw a clock tower in a wide-open square. Perfect. He aimed and fired.
 The tower exploded in a satisfying outward plume of stone and mortar. Jaden felt a surge of pride that he had actually hit the damned thing. His training with Dersai had paid off more than he could have imagined at the time, even if he had refused to fire a shot.
 He leaned forward and scanned the controls, looking for a button Dersai had shown him once.  There. He pressed it and spoke; his amplified voice boomed out over the town. “I have come for the emperor. Bring him to me. Now.”
 He waited for exactly five minutes, then turned the turret again and choose a new target. It looked like flour mill with a water wheel on the side. He took more time with this target since it was a little more tricky. Moments later, the water wheel exploded into bits, spraying outward in all directions and then splashing into the river below. Jaden pumped a fist in triumph, feeling quite proud of himself.
 He spoke again. “Every five minutes, I will destroy something else. I will take this town apart piece by piece until you bring him and his men to me.”
 He waited another five minutes. This time his target was the beautifully cobbled road that led up to the pretentious town gates. This blast was the most spectacular yet. Dirt and stones and debris cascaded down in a noisy rain over a good portion of the buildings. That should get their attention even if they were deaf.
 Jaden found that he quite liked blowing up things. So far, so good. No one had been hurt, and he was making his point rather well. But still no emperor.
 Finally, just as he was finding another target, a man ran out into the open waving a white flag. Jaden swung the turret back so that the newcomer was staring down the massive barrel of the machine’s main gun.
 He saw the portly man’s face pale, and the flag drooped a little before its bearer remembered his task. That task seemed a little dangerous, though, when one faced one of these monsters so intimately. “We hold your emperor. Back off or we will kill him.”
 Jaden wanted to obliterate him and had to resist the temptation. His determination not to kill seemed a little weak at the moment.
 “You will listen to me,” Jaden roared, his anger swelling. “I am the emperor’s wolf, and I destroy in his name. He will not die, you fool. He is invincible. You will only bring about your own demise in the doing. He came in peace, in good will. Whatever the past may be, you bring death to your door with your actions.”
 The man tried to rally his courage. “You violate the treaty by your presence.”
 “Fuck the treaty!” Jaden’s voice held cold implacability. “You broke that the moment you took him. You have brought the Wolf upon your head, brought this destruction upon yourselves. Give him to me or I will take this town apart stone by stone until I find him.”
 The great gun swiveled and the town gates disintegrated to highlight the reality of the situation. The man ducked and ran as debris rained down around him. Jaden smiled darkly and waited. How much hatred-fueled stupidity were these people capable of? He looked back at his monitors and sucked in a breath as he realized that the other seven machines had crested the hill and now stood in a row, perfectly positioned to obliterate him.
 Jaden closed his eyes briefly, then looked away. His jaw clenched so tightly that the muscles jumped. He could do nothing to influence those men. If they chose to kill him, then he and Yamina would not suffer. Their deaths would be swift. In the meantime, Jaden was going to damn well get Dersai out, with or without the help of Rafe, Yuris, and the others.
 Whether it was because of Jaden’s previous actions or the sudden appearance of seven more destroyers, the people seemed to come to a decision. There was movement outside the largest of the stone buildings, and Jaden saw three of the emperor’s men emerge, cautious and protective in their movements. Then behind them came Dersai, then the last two men. All safe. All alive.
 Jaden could have wept, but he kept his head and kept the gun of his machine trained on that building. Dersai was limping and bleeding from several areas, and at least two of the men were wounded as well, one in the right arm and the other clutching his side. Even from this distance Jaden could see the way Dersai’s eyes glowed. His face was frozen into cold, harsh lines.
 It was evident that none of his men dared touch their emperor, despite his wounds. He walked alone in their midst, the darkness around him almost a physical thing. The demon was back.
 They made their slow and painful way back to the vehicle. One of the men got behind the wheel. As the motor started and it swung round to head home, the other seven machines moved down to surround it protectively, while Jaden stepped behind it, putting himself in the line of any expected attack.
 It seemed the town was not completely stupid, only mostly because they did not try to retaliate. No doubt they were still trying to cope with the dust of destruction that hung like a pall over the area. Jaden felt a vicious satisfaction. He hoped they damn well remembered this, though he hoped Dersai would never have to set foot in Astoria again. The only reason for returning would be war itself, and that Jaden never wanted to experience.
 He had done it. He had gotten Dersai out, and no one had been injured or killed. He had not betrayed his people, although doubtless they would not think that way if they had known that the emperor’s wolf had been one of their own.
 Jaden shrugged off the faint guilt with irritation. It had been the right thing to do.
 The remainder of the trek back to the palace seemed never ending. He could clearly see the open vehicle, could see the back of Dersai’s head, but the emperor never looked back, never made any acknowledgment of Jaden’s presence at all. Perhaps he did not know Jaden was in the machine. Maybe he thought one of the other pilots…
 Jaden’s mind went round and round, his thoughts becoming increasingly panic stricken as they drew nearer to their destination. He had no distraction from his imaginings; Yamina had fallen asleep on her blanket, expression peaceful and trusting in her brother’s presence.
 Jaden only hoped he could live up to that trust. His future, and therefore his sister’s future as well, was extremely uncertain. Certainly he could see no hope of remaining within Tranaden. After what he had done, he could hardly expect forgiveness from any who had witnessed it, let alone the one it had been directed at.
 Dersai might have mercy in his heart, but the demon did not. If it had taken umbrage at Jaden’s words, seen his actions as a threat, then it may well turn upon him, destroy him once they reached Tranaden. If that was the case, Jaden could only hope that someone would have mercy and take care of Yamina. She at least was innocent in all this.
 His despair and fears made for an unpleasant trip. He just wanted it all over. Whatever might happen, he just wished for this encompassing and overwhelming guilt to end. Even if it was by death itself.
 He could never repair what he had torn asunder.
 Finally, the palace grounds came into view. With a weary, aching heart, Jaden followed the other machines into the hangar and carefully parked before he lowered the behemoth onto one knee. It was difficult to rouse the deeply sleeping Yamina. She was so drowsy that he had to carry her over his shoulder down the ladder. He reached the ground and carefully slid his sister down into his arms, where she simply whimpered a little and tucked her head against his shoulder.
 So trusting in his ability to protect her, Jaden thought bitterly. If only she knew.
 Turning, he saw Rafe approaching, face grim. Jaden’s heart sank. Still, his chin went up, and he faced the other man proudly, refusing to be cowed. He was a slave no longer, and he was damned if he would let any man treat him so again.
 Rafe stopped before him, silent, his eyes hard. Jaden did not speak but waited, trying to control his breathing into something approximating calm. Finally Rafe took a deep breath and turned away, gesturing Jaden to follow him. “I have ordered a room for you and your sister…”
 Jaden’s breath hissed out. So they were not going to get thrown out just yet. “Dersai. How is he?”
 Rafe’s lips thinned, but he would not look at Jaden. “He was shot with a dose of medication that would have killed an ordinary man to try to keep him down. They must have come up with something just for this incident to attempt to contain him. He had two gunshots through his left leg, but he will not let anyone tend him.” He paused and his whole face tightened. “The demon is in control now. I have seen no sign of Dersai yet.”
 Jaden took a deep shuddering breath. “I can help, Rafe. He might listen…”
 Rafe did not slow his pace. “He has barred you from his rooms.”
 The words should not have hurt so much. Jaden had known that he was unlikely to be forgiven, yet… The band around his chest tightened, breath was hard to find suddenly, and he stumbled.
 A hard hand came under his elbow, steadying him, and Jaden looked up in surprise, unable to believe Rafe had touched him, helped him. This man should hate him utterly. Rafe studied Jaden’s face for a moment; something akin to pity flashed in his eyes for a brief moment. Then he stepped away.
 “He needs help, Rafe. Please don’t leave him alone.” Jaden knew his tone was pleading, but he could not help himself. The thought of Dersai alone, with no one to protect him from the demon…
 “He will not let us in the rooms; the doors are locked from the inside. The demon is violent right now. Perhaps later…” Rafe’s voice trailed off, and Jaden knew the other man held no real hope for Dersai. Rafe had seen this, experienced this for years. He knew.
 But again, he was bound by orders and duty. Jaden was not.
 Rafe slid a glance sideways, and Jaden knew then. This was why Rafe had come to him. He was not allowed to indicate anything, but he was hoping Jaden could do something, anything to help Dersai.
 Jaden’s jaw clenched. “Show me my new room. Yamina needs her sleep.”
 After Jaden settled Yamina in their new quarters and set Rem to watch her, he turned his attention to attempting to get to Dersai. The elites were grouped outside the room, with Rafe pacing back and forth, brow furrowed with worry.
 He did not look at Jaden, did not indicate in any way that he had spoken with him earlier. Jaden ignored all of them, though he noticed that none of them prevented him from going to the door. He pounded on it, no polite knocking here. “Dersai!” he shouted. “Let me speak to you. I need to talk.”
 There was only silence. He waited and waited and waited. No sound. Jaden’s anxiety grew. He pounded with both fists this time. “Dersai!” He hated the note of fear that was growing in his voice.
 The lack of sound held ominous import, and Jaden grew ever more concerned, his heart pounding in his chest. He hit the door over and over and continued yelling until his voice was near gone and his fists were raw and bleeding. Then he stood panting with his forehead against the ornate wood, eyes closed.
 “Dersai,” he whispered hoarsely, “please.”
 In his imagination, he could hear the demon laughing.

Chapter Eight

Rafe finally took Jaden away, bandaged his bleeding hands, and gave him something to make him sleep. Jaden did not protest in the slightest. Of what use was he anyway? Dersai, or the demon, obviously would not let him in. He was as helpless as everyone else.

The potent drink Rafe gave him made Jaden sleep deeply and well, and when he woke, he felt as though someone had told him what to do. He would not give up. He would not leave Dersai with that thing in control. Even if Dersai no longer wanted him, Jaden had to try.

Jaden washed and dressed, then stared at himself for long moments in the mirror and saw the new knowledge that shone in his eyes. He truly loved Dersai. It was so very clear now that Jaden wondered how he could have been so completely blind before. How could he have doubted, even for a second, what was growing in his heart? How could he not have understood the depth of it? If he had, he would never have said those words, never have wounded his lover in such a fashion.

But it was too late for that. His face in the mirror showed resignation and grief. By his own stupidity, his own inability to leave the past, he had destroyed something so infinitely precious that he knew he could never be completely whole again.

This was his just punishment. But before he left, he would make sure Dersai was back; the demon would not destroy this emperor as he had so many others. Jaden would not leave Dersai to madness. Not this time.

Letting Rem take Yamina down to breakfast, Jaden headed once more for the royal rooms. Rafe was sitting there, his head in hands. A gun sat on the table beside him.

Jaden’s heart nearly stopped. He glanced around at the other men, at their devastated faces, and he knew. “Dear gods,” he whispered, staring at the gun and feeling ill.

“I heard him raving this morning.” Rafe’s voice was dull with pain, and his eyes were shadowed and old. “He is silent now, but he will start again. They all do. The time is coming.” His voice choked, and he had to look away. He took several deep breaths, then looked back to Jaden, his voice harsh. “I have to do it, no one else. It has to be quick and clean.” Tears rose in his eyes, and Jaden laid a hand on the captain’s shoulder, his own eyes none too dry.
 “Give me one last chance, Rafe. Please. There has to be another way in, anything at all.” 
 “He would kill you, Jaden. He is not himself; the demon rules now.” “I damn well created this, Rafe!” Jaden flinched at the volume of his own voice. “Let me try.” He looked at the other man pleadingly. “I have to try,” he whispered once more.
 Rafe studied him for a moment, gauging his determination perhaps; then he nodded. “There might be a way.” * * *

Jaden looked cautiously down, cursing the wind that tugged at his hair and blew it into his eyes. He shot a glance sideways at Rafe. They stood together upon one of the slate roofs of the palace. “This is it?”
 Rafe nodded, worry in his expression. “It is the only way I can think of.” “Of course,” Jaden muttered, looking back down with a jaundiced eye. “It  has to involve heights.” He tied the rope around his waist, tugged at the knot several times to test its strength.
 Rafe’s hand came down on Jaden’s arm, and they looked at each other for a long moment. “He could well kill you, Jaden. You know that. If he does, we will know that the demon rules, that madness has taken him. I will have no choice then.”
 Jaden nodded, clapped the other man on the shoulder, and gave a wry grimace. “I know, Rafe. Just do what you have to. I am hoping for a better resolution than that, if that is all right with you.”
 Rafe gave a weary smile and tousled Jaden’s hair. “Go for it, boy. I’ve got you.”
 Jaden nodded, felt the rope tighten as Rafe braced himself for the pull where he had it wrapped several times around a metal bar. Lying down on his stomach, Jaden inched backward, swallowing hard when his feet moved off the roof and into air. He froze for a moment, trying to gather courage, then continued on until his lower body hung over and only his torso still lay on stolid roof.
 His bandaged fingers were white upon the rope, and he took a moment to say a prayer to whatever god might be listening.
 Rafe loosened the rope a little, and Jaden took a deep, bracing breath before pushing himself off. He dropped about three feet, and it was all he could do not to scream like a little girl at the sensation of falling. He hit the end of the rope and hung there, rotating in the wind, eyes squeezed shut, heart pounding enough to come right out of his chest.
 Okay. Okay then. He had done it. He was still alive. Don’t look down, not yet. Oh gods, don’t look down…
 He tugged the rope sharply and felt Rafe begin the task of lowering him toward the balcony so far below. The wind gusted, making him sway. He bit back a curse, warily watching the rough stone walls close at hand. If he started to swing too wildly, his skin would decorate that rock.
 Calm, be calm, he chanted to himself, while the rest of his mind was screaming, are you fucking nuts? We are up here in nothingness, being lowered down to met a crazy man who more than likely will tear us to shreds, and you want us to be calm? I don’t think so!

Just keep going.
 Rafe lowered him more quickly now, and Jaden chanced a look down at the balcony below. Closer now, not so far to go. The rope moved faster, and Jaden gasped as the balcony was suddenly there. He hit the solid surface and rolled as he had been taught.
 Damn it. He lay there and put a hand over his heart, wondering it was possible to die of fright. When he put out a hand and felt the firm stone beneath him, relief flooded his entire being. He had made it! Let those idiots back at his military training school see this, the ones who thought he was a washout because he was afraid of heights. See them do this for someone.
 He caught his breath, then slowly began to fumble at the knot around his waist. All the while his eyes were fixed on the glass doors that led to Dersai’s rooms. He half expected the demon to come charging out; Jaden had not exactly been quiet in his landing.
 But nothing and no one moved or made a sound. Jaden’s fears returned tenfold. He stumbled to his feet, free of the rope at last. He glanced up at the roof, but there was no sign of Rafe.
 Not that the other man could help him now.
 Jaden was on his own.
 It was only two or three steps to the doors, but it felt like miles to Jaden. When he reached them, he stopped and peered in through the glass, trying to anticipate what awaited him. The reflections of the sky prevented him from seeing very much, and he realized he had no choice but to take the plunge and open the door.
 He did so swiftly, feeling that being stealthy at this point was likely to do more harm than good. The breeze took advantage and gently blew the curtains over the floor, making a soft rustling sound that grated on Jaden’s already frayed nerves. He stood stock-still, listening intently, searching the inner gloom after the bright sunshine outside.
 “Dersai?” He tilted his head, trying to perceive the smallest of indicators as to the emperor’s presence.
 Silence.
 Jaden stepped into the room, pausing to let his eyes adjust. When they did, he sucked in a quick breath. The room was utterly and completely destroyed. Everything lay smashed or torn. Broken glass littered the floor, and bits of cloth fluttered in the wind. The mattress had been slashed and thrown off the bed, and the whole piece of furniture leaned drunkenly as though the massive framework had been snapped. Other furniture lay strewn about as though something of great strength had bodily flung it.
 Jaden felt a great sadness well up within him. This room had been so beautiful, so very much Dersai in its grace and dignity. Now it lay in ruins. The implications were all too frightening.
 Stepping gingerly over the debris, Jaden moved farther into the room, searching.
 “Dersai?” he called softly. “It is me, Jaden. I just want to talk. Please, just speak to me. Let me help you.”
 The atmosphere in the room was hushed and tense as though the walls themselves held their breath, waiting for the end of this chapter of Tranaden history where once again an emperor would die. Jaden shook off the fancy and gritted his teeth as he moved cautiously toward the closet. There too, piles of clothing lay strewn about, haphazardly flung in an all too obvious rage.
 Jaden leaned in the doorway for a moment, scanning the destruction, his heart heavy within him as he imagined the scene. Oh, Dersai, I should have been here…
 Pushing himself away, Jaden walked to the doors of the exercise room, stopping to view the damage there. Glass was everywhere. Every mirror had been destroyed. Machines lay on their sides. The strength needed to push over the weight machine was awe inspiring in itself.
 With heavy steps, Jaden finally approached the bathroom. Here seemed a sane island in a mad sea. Nothing was destroyed, nothing out of place—except for the blood. It stained the sides of the empty bath, a bloody handprint here, a reddened towel tossed over the side. The floor was dotted with great drops of it, and here and there a footprint stood out on the tile, rimmed in red.
 Jaden felt his gorge rise, and it was all he could do to keep food in his stomach. He could all too well imagine Dersai’s actions; Jaden himself had had to prevent them last time. This time there had been no one, and judging by the destruction elsewhere, it had been much worse this time.
 Jaden searched the large room, but nowhere could he find the emperor. Sucking in a breath, he turned on his heel, ran back to the closet, and flung aside the piles of clothing.
 “Dersai!” He tossed things with abandon, desperate, freezing as his fingers suddenly met flesh. Flesh that was cool to the touch and did not move…
 His heart nearly stopped, and it was all he could do to make himself continue, to slowly expose what lay beneath. As he pushed aside the last pieces of cloth, they became sticky in his hands, and he stopped for a moment, viewing the blood that coated his fingers.

By the gods… Licking his lips and gathering his resolve, he finally peeled back the last barrier.
 Dersai lay naked on his side, curled around himself, arms wrapped around his chest as though for warmth or comfort. Blood coated him everywhere; his skin was raw and bleeding in dozens of places. Glass glittered in some of the gashes, his skin interspersed with deep scratches as though he had attacked himself with his own fingernails. The gunshot wounds on his left leg were raw and red, though they had stopped bleeding. His eyes were closed, and he was so very pale, so very still.

No… Jaden leaned closer, tears gathering in his eyes.
 The emperor’s eyes snapped open, and he whirled under Jaden’s touch, moving with unnatural speed as his fingers curled around Jaden’s throat and squeezed. Jaden’s hands flew to those fingers, trying desperately to loosen them. Wild, dark eyes stared into Jaden’s, no rationality in them, no mercy. They were utterly demon.
 “You are a fool.” Even the emperor’s voice seemed different, strident and harsh, with none of Dersai’s beautiful low tones. His eyes gleamed with malice, a cruel smile curving those beloved lips. “I have never needed you, and now neither does he. He is mine now, as they all are, as they all will be. Their madness feeds me, keeps me strong.” His lips drew back in a snarl. “You will not interfere with that…” His grip tightened, and Jaden choked, his breath rasping.
 With grim determination, he stared into those eyes, willing a miracle to happen. Let him not die like Captain Ilya.
 “Dersai!” he gasped, sweat beading on his brow as he fought for air, his body struggling desperately, his hands clawing at the arms that imprisoned him. It was like fighting stone itself. “Dersai, please. Hear me. I love you. Believe that. I love you…and you damn well better control this fucking demon, or I will haunt you for eternity!” It was a last effort and then he could speak no more, breathe no more.
 Darkness began to descend, and then—suddenly—he was released. He fell to the floor and lay on his side, choking and sucking in sweet air, not able to move for long moments. Finally, he managed to push up to one elbow, his other hand touching his bruised throat tentatively.
 The emperor was crouched some distance away, back against the wall. His brown eyes stared at Jaden warily.
 Jaden tried twice to speak. Then he managed, “Dersai?”
 The emperor tilted his head, listening. Then he sat up and curled his arms around his knees like a child. He watched Jaden intently for a moment, then put a finger to his lips.
 Jaden frowned in bewilderment at the gesture.
 “You have to be quiet, or he will be angry.” It was Dersai’s voice but not his intonation. He sounded timid, childlike, nothing like his own powerful self.
 Jaden sucked in a shocked gasp, staring. No…
 “He hurts people when he gets angry. You can’t let him know you are here, all right?” Dersai’s eyes were wide and clear like a child’s.
 He put out one finger and touched Jaden’s cheek, then snatched his hand back, curling into himself once more. “Do I know you? Should you be in my room? He said no one was to come in. Why are you here?” The nervousness and fear grated on Jaden. It was so wrong, so not Dersai in any way.
 Jaden could not answer for long moments. Then he put out his hand and gently cupped Dersai’s chin, leaning toward him so they were eye to eye. “I am the one who loves you, Dersai.”
 The brown eyes widened; then a smile blossomed over those familiar lips. “My father loves me too!”
 Jaden wanted to scream, to cry, to vent his increasing desperation, but he had to stay focused. He had to keep trying. Trying not to feel like he was molesting a child, Jaden leaned forward again and laid his lips over Dersai’s. Those beautiful eyes went wide and confused, but Jaden did not stop. Instead he deepened the kiss. His tongue swept within Dersai’s mouth to claim, to possess. When Jaden finally pulled back, they were both breathless, and Dersai looked dazed. Jaden took Dersai’s face between his palms and gave a last lick to that tempting mouth.
 “Look at me, Dersai. Remember who you are. Remember who I am. Push him back where he belongs. You are strong. You are emperor, not him, not ever him. We love you. So many love you. You have to fight for your people, remember?”
 Dersai stared at him, confusion rife in his expression.
 Jaden kissed him again softly, then drew back. “Remember the dream, Dersai. I am your wolf. The emperor’s wolf. I have come to save you; you have to come back to me.”
 Dersai frowned, and Jaden’s heart dropped, but then the emperor whispered. “The dream… You came…” Such a look of joy came over his face then that Jaden wanted to weep. “You saved me…”
 “I did, and I will do so again.” Jaden fought to keep his voice steady and true. “Come back to me, Dersai. It is not time for him. He cannot have you.” He drew Dersai’s tall form close to him and wrapped his arms around his lover’s cold body. “You are mine, and I am never letting you go. Not for him, not for anyone.”
 Dersai stared at him in silence, obviously thinking. Then suddenly he clutched his head and screamed. He ripped himself out of Jaden’s arms and fell backward, writhing.
 Jaden leaned over him, shaking him, his voice harsh with fear. “Fight him, Dersai. Your people need you.” Tears ran down his cheeks. “I need you, Dersai. I love you. Come back to me. Please…please.”
 It went on and on, cruel beyond belief, and then—as suddenly as it had begun—Dersai went limp and stared at the ceiling. Only his chest moved as he panted for air.
 Jaden reached out tentatively, his own fear rising. Was this the demon…or the child…or Dersai? His fingers hovered over Dersai’s body, then slowly, with trepidation, descended onto that broad chest, stroking soothingly. He did not dare speak; he was too afraid of the answer.
 Dersai did not respond to the touch for several torturous moments. His skin was so very cold to the touch. Then his hand crept up to cover Jaden’s. Jaden froze, not knowing what to expect. Dersai let out a long, low sigh from the very center of his being; then he slowly tilted his head to meet Jaden’s worried stare.
 There was no expression in Dersai’s eyes, nor on his face. He was utterly blank. He only stared at Jaden for long, tension-laden minutes. Nothing was evident of his thoughts; only his hand indicated anything more.
 Then so very slowly those long, dark fingers flexed over Jaden’s. Dersai’s other hand rose with trembling effort to caress the younger man’s cheek. Jaden’s breath caught. Shaking, he then took the leap of faith. He leaned over Dersai and very softly and tenderly laid his lips on that beloved mouth.
 There was no response for heartbreaking moments. Then suddenly Dersai arched beneath him and kissed back. His moan vibrated into Jaden’s mouth. It was like a dam broke between them; there was no way for them to get close enough, touch enough. Their breaths were stuttering and broken, needy and desperate, and they held tightly to each other, desperate for contact despite Dersai’s wounds.
 Jaden pulled back just slightly, needing, wanting to look into his lover’s eyes. The sadness and devastation, the weary despair there made Jaden flinch, made him want to weep himself. His Dersai was back, but at what cost? The emperor’s sunken, haunted look spoke of the incredible effort it had taken to defeat the demon within, to return…and to what? A lover who had betrayed him in the cruelest of ways.
 The weight of guilt grew within Jaden, crushing him, stealing his very breath. There was no way to ease this; he had brought this about. He deserved anything and everything Dersai chose to do to him. Whether he cast him out or made him slave again, treated him harshly—none of it would be enough to expiate Jaden’s shame.
 He took Dersai’s hand and kissed the palm quixotically, praying to any god that might be listening for the strength to at least attempt to allay the damage to Dersai’s heart. He at least owed Dersai an explanation of why. Jaden sucked in a deep breath, gathering courage to him and reaching within himself to say what was right, to at least partially mend what he had so heedlessly wounded.
 “I love you, Dersai, for what you may feel that is worth at this moment. I was unequivocally a blind idiot. I let the past overcome me, let my experiences with others override my common sense and above all my heart. You have given me back my self-respect and opened me to the possibility of a love I could never have foreseen nor even imagined. You have done so much, yet my past came to strike me down, made me lash out at the one person who has cared enough to try to heal me, understand me. I cannot ask you to forgive me; I cannot even conceive of forgiving myself. All I want is for you to understand that it came from some deep, dark place within me. You had done nothing to provoke it. You had done nothing to deserve it. Even your love could not cleanse it from me. Or perhaps I did not know how to let you in properly, to defeat it once and for all. I am truly, deeply sorry for the hurt I caused you.”
 Jaden’s body trembled a little, then slumped with the relief he felt at finally having said the needed words. He stroked Dersai’s fingers, which he held gently within his own, unable to even meet his eyes and face the condemnation he felt sure had to be there.
 He forced himself to continue, needing to fully express his shame. “You have never been, nor will ever be, what I said in anger—not in my heart, which knows much, much more than my mind. I cannot even think those words that I flung at you without applying them to myself. I am the monster.”
 He could say no more; his chest felt so tight that he just wanted Dersai to finish it, to dismiss him, to give him whatever punishment he felt was warranted so that Jaden could sink into despair, where he belonged. Cruel words were the least of what he expected and deserved.
 Instead, Dersai smiled. It was wan and weary and shaky at best, but it was a smile. And it was the most beautiful thing in the world to Jaden. Understanding, compassion…and yes, love shone in Dersai’s eyes. It was clearly Dersai and no other staring back at Jaden.
 “My dearest love, how could I possibly judge you? Whether or not it was purposeful, in the beginning my actions have had a great impact upon you. You have undergone so very much, none of it your own choice. Even when I had you at last, it was not by your choice.”
 Dersai put a finger over Jaden’s lips when the younger man would have spoken. “It is true. Do not defend me. I should have courted you from the beginning, but in all my life, Jaden, I had never been in love before. I wanted you, needed you, but I did not understand what else intertwined with that. All I could think of was that you must not leave me. I could not lose you when I had so miraculously found you. So I chained you, forced you to stay…” Tears rose in his eyes.
 Jaden stopped the words with a kiss, unable to endure more.
 “But then you gave me back my self, Dersai. We have both made mistakes, both given hurt.” Jaden paused. His heart was in his throat, and he trembled with the faintest hope that had emerged with his lover’s words, at his lack of blame, and with how he had addressed Jaden—his dearest love. Dersai loved him. Dear gods, Dersai loved him, Jaden—a foolish, impulsive man with a past full of pain and a tainted body and soul. But Dersai knew all this, and still he loved him.
 It was hard to comprehend. Where did they go from here? Was what had been shattered able to be mended or even built anew? Jaden hardly had the courage to hope.
 “Stay with me, Jaden. Be my consort, my love, my partner in everything. Be my wolf for whatever time the gods gift us. Never leave me.” Dersai smiled fondly as Jaden’s tears finally overflowed and began to track down his cheeks, his eyes wide with all he felt—all the hope and love that had seemed so far away mere moments ago.
 “We will bring my sons home, raise them, love them and your sister and Rem and whomever else you deem to need care. We will be a family, and our love will make Tranaden stronger than ever before. There will be no mad emperor, not in my time.” He gathered Jaden into his arms and held him as the younger man sobbed in joy and disbelief.
 They lay there, holding each other, reassuring each other, and beginning to truly believe in the love that now flowed so freely between them, no longer hidden and misunderstood.
 They laughed at last as they freed themselves from all that had gone before.
 Dersai’s lips tilted a little wryly as he stroked back Jaden’s hair.
 “We should go speak to Rafe, put the poor man at ease. He can put the gun away for good now.”
 Jaden kissed him. Laughing with the sheer giddiness of relief and joy, they rose to face the future. Together.

Epilogue

Jaden watched with critical eyes as the birthday present he had given Dersai was prepared for its place.
 There were a great many people in the massive hall, and it was a little chaotic with all the celebrations taking place. To the right, Rem was leaning on his soldier lover, both of them content. Across the room, Jaden could see Yamina flirting with Yuris, of all people, and it did not seem to be distasteful or unwelcome to the young man.
 Jaden frowned a little. He would have to watch that sister of his. Ever since she reached fifteen… The world was not ready for her. It had been a blessing of the greatest order to find out that she had not been abused during her slavery. She had been companion to a noble girl and had never suffered cruelty. Jaden gave daily thanks to the gods for that.
 Jaden kept an eye out for Dersai’s sons—their sons—who were darting here and there in the crush of bodies, chasing other children. They were starting to get out of hand. Jaden might have to step in…
 A large hand came down and stopped the oldest boy in his tracks. He looked up into his father’s face and sagged a little. Jaden saw Dersai say something to the little hooligan, but then the emperor grinned and bent down to kiss the top of the tousled head. The boy nodded, smiling lovingly at his father before sliding off at a slower speed, then taking his brother in hand along with the other children. They disappeared into an adjoining room to start another, no doubt safer, game.
 Their energy was astounding.
 Dersai looked up, met Jaden’s gaze and gave his lover a roguish wink. Jaden shook his head, but he was smiling none the less. The palace was alive with noise and life and happiness, and it resounded in Jaden and those around him. So much had changed and grown and improved in Tranaden over the last three years, as though the strength of their leaders, their love, and their dedication resounded through the lands.
 Other countries, even Astoria, had become more aware of the possibility of true peace and the lure of trade with the formerly feared Tranaden when they saw its leader so very happy, if still unapproachable. But the consort, he was a man to talk to—stern yet personable and with the emperor’s backing. Jaden had become extremely good with public relations and had formed a team of diplomats to keep an eye on both potential allies and threats, often nipping a problem in the bud before the emperor even learned of it.
 But all this was far from Jaden’s mind at the moment. He gestured Dersai over, drawing his emperor down for a kiss that had the crowd clapping and whistling in a most undignified manner for those of noble blood. Dersai did not even have the grace to blush. He merely grinned and lifted Jaden against him for a quick grope that had the younger man flushed and breathless.
 Freeing himself, Jaden smacked Dersai for appearance’s sake, keeping him in line—the bad man—then took his hand and led him to where the men were lifting the birthday present into place.
 Jaden and Dersai stood together with their people at their back, watching as the painting was hung in its place of honor at the end of the row of portraits—the newest to be added but never the last.
 Dersai pulled Jaden in front of him so that they stood front to back in an intimate embrace, feeling each other’s warmth and love.
 Above them, the painting was bright and new. In it, Dersai—in one of his formal uniforms and high boots—was portrayed sitting on the throne, legs apart in his usual casual pose, his face calm and cool. But his eyes were clear, with only the faintest bit of shadow, and the hint of a smile lay at the corner of his full lips. His left hand crossed up over his chest and held the fingers of the uniformed man behind him, and that man with chestnut hair and green-gold eyes had been portrayed with a grin on his lips and love in his eyes. On his neck, bold and evident, was a tattoo of a stylized wolf.
 A beautiful brass description hung to the side of the new portrait:

Emperor Dersai Ansel Melisande IV with His Consort, Jaden Naraith, the Emperor’s Wolf And surely that deserved a kiss. Loose Id Titles by J. C. Owens
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