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Chapter One


Blood. The scent crept into the air and would linger for days, along with hints of smoke and burned flesh. Familiar remnants of destruction. Draylon Aravaid knew them well.  
Blood everywhere, on marble floors where well-dressed ladies once danced, even the elegant crystal chandelier. On his armor, gauntlets, and sword. He rounded a corner and stepped from the decimated ballroom into the castle’s courtyard. 
A fountain bubbled in the center, beautiful except for the red-tinged water and arm hanging over one side, the owner hidden under the murky depths. Golden bangles encircled a delicate wrist. Even those of noble birth died with their treacherous monarch. 
So much splendor despoiled. What should have been a picturesque sight was now marred with carnage, no grander than any other battlefield. Dying men groaned out their last. An untied horse galloped through the courtyard, eyes wide with fear. Vultures perched on the steepled chapel roof, awaiting their chance to feast. 
Draylon no longer gagged at such displays—though sometimes they haunted his dreams. He removed his helmet and shook the sweat from his hair. 
How many battles did this make? They blended together after a time, squabbles over land or wealth, someone wanting to be king and influential enough to win backing from others. 
So many battles. So many lives destroyed. 
And to what end? 
The occasional clang of sword against sword rang out, more distant now than before. Nothing left to do but round up stragglers. Emperor Soland’s troops had once more fought to victory, and Draylon’s captains would see his will carried out. Now to prepare the castle for the emperor’s arrival. 
Though he’d arrive in full battle armor, Soland’s sword never tasted blood. His eyes would also never see the bloodshed he’d ordered. So much easier to take lives when one didn’t have to look into the faces of the dying or hear their final screams.  
Weak sunlight in the courtyard gave way to cooler darkness back inside the castle. How could anyone stand such confines? Cormir Castle, Draylon’s childhood home, sparkled in the bright sunshine, a glory of white stone, surrounded by the deep blue waters of the Ryel Sea. Constant ocean breezes drifted through its large windows, breezeways giving a lighted path from one section to another. 
Gray stone formed the walls of Renvalle Castle, where he now stood, a drab structure with far too many stairs. Dark, damp, and immensely stifling. Best to ignore any discomfort. Draylon had endured far worse as recently as last night when he’d slept amidst a throng of snoring men on the hard ground. 
Then again, he preferred the freedom of sleeping outdoors to the comforts of indoor living. 
But to see the sea again… 
Soon. 
It had taken two new moons to break through King Lleval DiRici’s forces, eliminating the traitor once and for all. Battle won, the next steps belonged to diplomats. Not Draylon’s problem. With any luck, he would soon be away from this place.
Fatigue dragged at his body, his weariness accompanied by the odd bruising or injury he’d no desire to tend now. The emperor didn’t accept excuses. Draylon must continue. 
He strode down a long central hallway, sword at the ready, pausing to poke his head inside the throne room. The lone body of a guard lay on the floor in a pool of blood. 
No need to check for signs of life—his head rested a few feet away, open, unseeing eyes staring into nothingness. 
More blood stained the floors, the victims having either limped away or been dragged. 
A young woman carrying a pail exited a room ahead of Draylon, clapped a hand to her mouth, then scampered off in the other direction like a deer from hounds. If Draylon or his men were a threat to her, running wouldn’t help. They’d find her no matter where she hid.
Hiding hadn’t helped King Lleval.
Captain Rufe approached at a jog, helmet under his arm and riotous dark curls marred by blood and sweat. A gash on his forearm appeared nearly clotted. Pointing out any weaknesses was considered bad form. Draylon bit back concern, waiting for Rufe’s report. 
“We’ve secured the castle, Commander Draylon. What are your orders?”
“Where is the royal family?” Well, except for the king and the heir. Both lay dead, victims of their treachery, by Draylon’s own hand in the king’s case. 
One of many lives he’d taken this day. 
“The queen attempted to flee. Our men caught her before she reached the next village. They’re bringing her back now.”
“Who is in charge of transport?” Wouldn’t do for the task to fall to bloodthirsty men or for word to get back to Cormira that Draylon’s men brutalized the queen of Renvalle.  
“Lieutenant Lutrell.”
Good choice. “The queen might be insulted that we didn’t at least send a captain, but as one of my captains is currently in the dungeon, she’s better off with Lutrell.” Draylon trusted few people. Lutrell and Rufe numbered among them despite the traitor’s mark tattoo emblazoned on Rufe’s right wrist. 
Rufe gasped, then hid the action with a yawn. “You’ve imprisoned your own men? Not a step you take lightly. Why?”
Any other soldier and Draylon might say Mind your own damned business. “Captain Gervais and six of his men ransacked two manors, stealing jewels and other valuables. They tortured and killed a count and his heir to find out where more might be hidden. Then they raped the countess and a serving girl.”
Rufe’s mouth pinched into a tight line. “Don’t worry, sir. Lutrell will separate the balls from any man who’d dare touch anyone in her care.” Telling that he didn’t mention Captain Gervais again.  Rufe clearly wouldn’t even discuss the matter with Draylon, let alone anyone else. 
Yes, a man to be trusted. 
Draylon gave a curt nod. “Good. I’m told King Lleval has two remaining legitimate sons and one legitimate daughter. No one knows how many bastards he might have.” The legitimate heirs were the ones Draylon dreaded facing, having killed their father and taken away their security. He’d be their executioner as well if the emperor commanded. 
Draylon had never sentenced children to die and hoped not to have such a decision to make now. He served the emperor yet still listened to his own moral code. 
He’d also never gone against his emperor’s wishes. Today might be the exception.
“Yes, sir, that is correct.” Rufe, somewhat shorter than Draylon, double-stepped to catch up with Draylon’s longer strides. “The older surviving son hid the younger children in his rooms.” 
Well, at least one of Lleval’s offspring showed some backbone. “As well he should. Were any of them injured?”
“Not that we’re aware. No one’s been allowed to see the younger ones. The oldest is guarding the door, threatening any who approach.”
“You left him there?” An amused smile lifted the edges of Draylon’s mouth. No mere princeling could possibly be a match for a Cormiran officer. “Lost the taste for battle, have we?”
Rufe gave a wry grin. “It’s keeping him out of trouble. We know exactly where he and his siblings are. Where’s the harm if he tires himself out by threatening a few privates?”
“As long as the children are secured before the emperor's arrival.” The protective older brother could grow quite tired after a day of holding off seasoned soldiers. 
Rufe rolled his eyes. “You can call him your father, you know. Your relationship is no secret.”
Draylon stiffened, automatically glancing right and left in case anyone overheard. He and Rufe had this conversation many times before. “Right now, he is my emperor. I am leading his army against an enemy. I’m Commander Draylon of His Imperial Majesty’s Army. No more, no less.”
Rufe’s wicked grin had brought many a lover to his bed. “As you wish, Your Highness…”
Ah, the appeal of bad boys. Draylon had grown immune years ago. He snorted. “Why do I put up with you?”
Rufe ticked off points on his gauntleted fingers. “One, because no one else will, and two, you’ve never backed away from a challenge.” He raised a third finger. “Then there’s that whole got-your-back thing. Oh, and the time I rescued you when Baroness Marlienne tried to put you in a compromising position with her eldest daughter.”
Draylon shuddered. He’d come way too close to a forced marriage. “So, the young captain you threw to the wolves to save me—how’s he doing?”
“The couple now has three children. They appeared sickeningly happy at the last ball I couldn’t lie my way out of.”
“Good.” Draylon wouldn’t mourn the captain’s sacrifice. He’d thank the God of War for the resourceful save. 
“Where are we going?” Once more, Rufe struggled to keep pace. All his armor didn’t help; his smaller frame prevented him from carrying the extra weight as effortlessly as Draylon. 
“The emperor himself is coming to put matters in order.” A strange turn of events, but Draylon learned long ago never to question orders. 
A scream rent the air. Rufe and Draylon exchanged a look. They charged as one in the direction of the disturbance. 
Perhaps the battle hadn’t ended after all. 
Then again, did they ever?




Chapter Two


The soldiers laughed. All wore the red and blue of Cormira. One particular brute of a man scoffed, “The lad intends to fight us with a toy sword.” 
Yarif assumed a fighting stance. One arm up, the other extended, holding his rapier steady. 
“Look at that, Sergeant,” another chortled, “I think he wants to dance.”
Yarif pretended not to understand the Cormiran the savages spoke. 
“I’ll give him a dance.” The one called Sergeant assumed a pose possibly useful on a battlefield but not very practical in the confines of a castle corridor. 
Yarif’s ancestors peered down from gilded frames. Judging, perhaps? Or waiting for the end of the family line? 
One man came at Yarif from the side. Yarif spun, ramming his weapon’s hilt into the bastard’s face. The man dropped his sword, staggering backward. Yarif kicked out a booted foot, catching the beast’s arm against the wall with a satisfying crunch. The man howled. 
The sergeant took the opportunity to strike. Yarif barely lifted his blade in time. The clash of swords sent shockwaves up his arm. He crossed blades with the sergeant again and again—gaining ground, losing ground. The. Enemy. Would. Not. Win! 
Yarif faked left. The sergeant lunged to ward off the blow, letting Yarif attack from below, driving his rapier through the gap between breastplate and shoulder scale. Yes! The man grunted but didn’t go down. He’d lost the use of his sword arm, though. 
Now to take down the last two as quickly as the first. 
“Come closer, and I’ll gut you like a fish,” Yarif spat in Renvallian, watching to see if any of the men understood. He tried again, “Your mother is a flea-ridden river whore.” No reaction. 
He stood in the hallway outside the door to his rooms. Inside, the twins and their governess should be accessing the hidden passageway inside the walls. No harm must come to them. Holding off the enemy to let them escape might be Yarif’s final act, but by the deities, he’d not fail in this. 
One soldier stood to the side, cradling a broken arm. Thank whatever deity for Captain Unger instructing Yarif in using knives, a rapier, and hand-to-hand fighting, despite Yarif’s parents’ complaints that a second son needed no such training. Not when they’d no intention of installing him in the military.
The sergeant held a cloth to his skewered shoulder.
In addition to fighting, Captain Unger had taught where to find chinks in armor. Yarif mouthed a silent thanks to his old mentor. 
Three more soldiers approached from down the hall, all in red and blue, holding a sedate pace. Not charging. Only a few more moments and the children should be safe. May the God of Darkness grant Yarif a noble end. 
One of the newcomers stepped forward, sword at his hip, hands splayed in surrender. His bearing spoke of authority, as did the swirling gold insignia on his uniform. Captain. No one else in the corridor ranked above sergeant. A bit young for captain’s gold, with the dark hair and eyes typical of some parts of Cormira. 
Blood marred his clothing, and a rolled sleeve exposed blood trickling down his fingers from a nearly clotted gash on his forearm. A tattoo covered one wrist. 
By the way he walked and held himself, the captain wore a hidden leg sheath in addition to the sword, also typical of Cormira. The other soldiers represented a mix of lands, speaking at least a smattering of Cormiran. 
None had yet spoke Renvallian.
“I’m Captain Rufe Ferund of His Imperial Majesty’s army.” The captain spoke in a clipped Cormiran accent, keeping his deep tones low. With his gravelly voice, “soothing” wasn’t a possibility. “We have no wish to harm you. The castle has fallen, and you’ve nowhere to go. You can surrender, or face the consequences. Either way, this kingdom and all within are under the authority of His Imperial Majesty Soland Aravaid.”
So the clanging bells earlier had told of Father’s death. 
Yarif schooled the terror from his features. He twisted his face into a mask of confusion, tipping his head to the side and saying in Renvallian, “I don’t understand.” No need to show his hand by displaying familiarity with the invaders’ language. The soldiers already revealed a few interesting tidbits, thinking Yarif couldn’t understand.
The captain repeated what he’d said in Renvallian, only getting a few pronunciations wrong.  
“My father is dead.” Yarif’s heart clenched briefly, all the sorrow he’d spare for a man who’d brought the entire country to ruin through greedy ambition. 
“Yes, Your Highness.” Something much like sympathy lurked in the captain’s deep brown gaze. Cleaned up, he might appear handsome—if he weren’t holding so many lives in his hands. And if he wasn’t a Cormiran murderer. How many of Yarif’s countrymen had this butcher slain today?
At least the conquerors acknowledged Yarif’s position. “What of my older brother?” Even as the question left his lips, the truth of the matter seemed clear: Yarif had no older brother. 
“I’m afraid he’s dead as well, Your Highness. He refused to surrender.” 
Sounded like the stubborn oaf. Unfortunately, the king and heir dying left Yarif in the uncomfortable position of being next in the line of succession to the Renvallian throne.
A throne he’d no desire to ever sit upon. Now Yarif stood between the throne and someone else’s aspirations, which meant he’d likely lose his life for something he didn’t even want. His very existence could be a threat, and he’d no desire to be someone’s pawn in a political game. 
Why had his father forbidden him to take Adrina and Emile to safety when Cormira began marching toward Renvalle? 
Yarif couldn’t run—but he could send the children somewhere safe. He’d do whatever became necessary to defend his people. Was the queen still alive? If so, he’d wager good money she’d yet to consider her offspring. 
Yarif noted how the captain favored one leg, how he flexed the fingers of the opposite hand. How he matched Yarif’s intense assessment. Of all the soldiers in his hall, the captain didn’t discount Yarif’s fighting abilities. 
“I don’t want to hurt you.” The captain took another step forward, hands still raised. “We just need to talk.” Gentle words, as spoken from an adult to a child. This man scarcely beat Yarif’s age. 
Yarif didn’t believe a word and poured every ounce of disdain he could muster into his reply. “Nothing said by a mere captain can be trusted once the emperor starts making demands. If you really don’t want to hurt me, you’d leave me be.” A few minutes, just a few minutes more…
Clattering footsteps echoed upon the stone stairs, followed by a breathless soldier. He kept a wary eye on Yarif, still armed with an heirloom rapier. “His Highness sent word,” the man said, handing over a note, then stepping back. 
What? Was the emperor here?
“Don’t call him that if you want to keep your rank,” the captain growled. How odd. Surely the emperor demanded to be addressed by his title. Then again, an emperor should be addressed as Majesty, not Highness. The captain read the note, heaving out a sigh. He lifted his chin, meeting Yarif’s gaze. Hard to lie while making eye contact, though some managed. “Your brother and sister have been captured, along with a servant, and are being detained. If you’ll put down the… Is that some kind of sword?”
No! Yarif brandished his rapier in response. Oh gods! Emile and Adrina. They had the twins! What now?
“Whatever the hell you’re holding, put it down. I’ll take you to them,” the captain said, in tones Yarif often used to calm a spooked horse. 
Please no. Let the children not have been captured. “You lie.”
“I do not.”
“Prove it.” Yarif even managed a steady hand while pointing the business end of his rapier toward the captain. 
The captain pulled a scrap of cloth from the note. The blue bow Adrina had worn in her hair earlier. 
No, no, no! Yarif released hold of the hope he’d stubbornly clung to. 
A prisoner. He had no choice but to be taken prisoner if he wanted to see the twins. His life was already forfeit. If he could convince the emperor to spare Adrina and Emile, his death wouldn’t be in vain. Those poor children. They must be terrified. 
Or rather, Emile must be terrified while Adrina plotted revenge. Yarif’s wager would be on Adrina. “Do you promise that my brother and sister are unharmed?”
“They are, though I believe the girl may be nursing sore toes after kicking an armored soldier in the greaves.”
Sounded like Adrina. Ever defiant. “Why should I believe you?”
The captain lifted his chin to a stubborn angle, bringing Baro briefly to mind. Yarif’s heart ached anew. “Because the commander would have our heads if we harmed a child.”
“And myself?” Without Yarif, who would see to the twins? Certainly not their frivolous mother. He filed away the comment about the commander for later use. Yarif had learned to horde bits of information, piecing them together to use as weapons.
Especially the comment about “don’t call him ‘Your Highness.’”
“If you come quietly, I give you my word that you won’t be harmed,” the captain said. Not in the next few minutes, anyway, went unsaid. 
Yarif understood the unspoken sentiment. Time to admit defeat—at least for now. He placed his slender rapier on a side table. “Take me to them.”
A soldier immediately picked up the blade with his bare hand, hissed and drew back, a gash now bleeding from his palm. 
Served him right. 
The captain tsked. “Just because it looks like a toy to you heavily armed soldiers doesn’t mean it’s not every bit as lethal as your broadsword.” 
Ah, the beauty of being underestimated. Yarif had gotten a few good cuts in when the soldiers saw a novice holding a blade. Now they compounded the misplaced trust by allowing him to keep his knives. Even his rather innocuous-looking hairpin doubled as a blade. A small one, but a small knife expertly wielded could cause much damage. 
Especially at close range.
Yarif stepped closer, waiting for the right moment to thrust the pin into the captain’s neck. 
Then run. 
No. Yarif couldn’t endanger the children. All bets were off once they were free, though. 
His hopes were dashed a moment later. “Search him,” the captain ordered. To Yarif, he said, “My apologies, Highness, but you must understand.”
They were enemies. Not for a minute would Yarif think otherwise. He held his hands out to his sides, wincing each time a soldier found and removed one of his knives. “Captain. If your word means anything, you’ll prevent them from stealing my belongings.”
“Understood, Highness.”  The captain pointed to the two uninjured men. “Bring the knives.” He led Yarif to the antechamber of Father’s office, trailed by the two guards. At least they hadn’t discovered the blade hidden in Yarif’s hair. 
An imposing man sat in a chair at the head of the table where Father once sat to confer with his advisors. How dare he, with Father’s body not yet cold? 
The man rose, training an incendiary glare on Yarif. Four guards stood beside the man, but the walking wall of muscle likely needed no protection. Yarif fought not to tremble in his boots. This brute could easily break him in half. 
The stranger bore the same skin tone local farmers attained during the height of summer, working in the fields. His eyes were nearly black, and his dark brown hair desperately needed washing. His facial scruff appeared unkempt, but weeks spent in a siege took its toll.  
Though… a razor. One good slash…
The barbarian could be considered handsome in a dangerous way, his hawkish nose and unkempt appearance keeping him from true beauty. A shrewd light shone from his eyes, reminding Yarif of his brother’s favorite hunting falcon. 
Right before a kill. 
The captain bowed, a gesture not lost on Yarif. Unless the customs he’d read about were wrong, soldiers greeted superiors by bracing an arm over their chest. A bow meant… royalty. His Highness.
Yarif watched both men with new eyes. 
Once more, the captain spoke the predominant language of Renvalle, or a reasonable attempt. “Commander Draylon, may I present Prince Yarif, second son of King Lleval DiRici? He doesn’t speak Cormiran.”
What was this? A formal state dinner? “Third son, actually,” Yarif corrected. He had no intention of wiping his other brother’s name from family history simply because he’d not survived childhood.
Like most foreigners, the captain pronounced the name “Dee—reachy,” instead of “Dee-richy.” Unless Yarif missed his guess, Draylon was a first name with no family name provided. So the commander didn’t want his lineage known. Interesting. 
Draylon… Draylon… Yarif ran through a list of the noble families of the Cormiran empire. Glendor had a minor prince named Draylon, but he’d be no older than twenty. The king of Herix legitimized one of his bastards, also named Draylon. No, wait. Not Draylon, but Wraylon. 
The emperor named his son Draylon. 
Oh, deities! Could this be the emperor’s son? 
Commander Draylon’s brow furrowed. “I was told there were three children.” He spoke flawless Renvallian. Soldiers conversant in two languages? Weren’t they only taught to kill and destroy?
Yarif stiffened. “I’ve seen twenty-two summers.” Stay quiet! Don’t give them information! He’d just thrown away any chance of leniency for being a boy still. 
The creases eased from the commander’s face. Much better. “My apologies, Prince Yarif.” The commander’s voice held a hint of mockery. “My intelligence is apparently out of date.” He scowled at the captain. What was his name again? Rufe Ferund. Renvallian solders used rank and first name. How many other armies did, Yarif couldn’t say. People often blamed the nation of Herix, where rumor said only five family names existed. 
While Yarif occasionally met a dignitary from the capital—slippery and manipulative, mostly—he’d not had positive experiences with Cormiran soldiers. 
Captain Rufe merely shrugged. The way he and the commander sent questioning glances each other’s way, or turned from Yarif to see what the other thought, hinted at familiarity.  
“Be seated.” Commander Draylon waved a hand toward the next chair down the table, dropping heavily into his. Amazing the chair didn’t groan. The words sounded too much like a command. Soon enough, Yarif would be ordered around. He’d fight until the very end. He remained standing.
Two soldiers took up station behind Yarif at a nod from their commander 
“Where are my brother and sister?” Yarif’s heart pounded. Anyone in this room could easily kill him without reason. “I was told I could see them.” 
“I’m not bastard enough to drag two innocent children in here. They’re safe, with their governess, in what I’m told is their schoolroom.”
Not Yarif’s room, then. Maybe no one had found the escape routes yet. “Are the children safe?” They’d never be safe again as the children of a power-hungry deceiver who’d plotted against the emperor. 
“Yes.” Commander Draylon shifted back in a chair much too small for comfort. He draped an arm over the back, tension easing from his face while formality momentarily lessened from his speech. “Last I heard, they were enjoying an afternoon snack. I told them you’d visit later. That you were busy at present.”
“They’re… they’re not afraid?” If these monsters harmed one hair on their heads…
“We’ve reassured them as much as we can. Strange how they asked about you and not their parents.” That hawklike gaze took in too much for Yarif’s comfort. Still, he wouldn’t look away. Couldn’t look away.
After a few tense moments with no reply, the commander continued, “Which made it easier to put off unpleasant truths.”
Truths. “Where is the queen?” Had she been killed too? 
“She’s on her way here. Under escort. She’d decided to—”
“Run, and to hell with anyone else?” Yarif froze. Those were treasonous words to say against the queen consort. Oh, well. She’d abandoned her children and tried to save her own wretched neck. Yarif had no respect at all for the woman or her title. For Emile and Adrina’s sake, he asked, “Is she well? Unharmed?”
Commander Draylon inclined his head. “She is. Whether she remains so is entirely up to her.”
“Then I don’t extend much hope. For the children’s sake, I pray she cooperates.” Yarif longed to claw the words back even as they left his mouth.  
Surprise briefly flickered across the commander’s face. “She’s not your mother?”
“No. She’s my father’s fourth consort. My mother was his second. His first wife bore my two older brothers.” Why was Yarif volunteering information? He knew better. Must be shock and exhaustion. “What will be done with the children?”
The commander cocked an eyebrow. “You’re unconcerned with your own fate.”
Yarif barked out a humorless laugh. “My fate is pretty obvious.” In fact, why hadn’t they killed him yet? “If there’s any way to ensure the safety of my brother and sister, I’ll do so.” The odds were against him, but if he grabbed a knife, timed his movements right…
One dead barbarian. But someone might harm the children in retaliation. 
The commander and captain exchanged glances. Yarif might believe them to be brothers if they appeared more alike. The twins communicated silently sometimes. 
The commander finally said, “Your fate is in the hands of the emperor. However, he is a reasonable man. If he makes any offers, I’d take them.”
What kind of offers could the emperor make to possibly spare Yarif’s life? Even if Yarif abdicated the throne, his very existence endangered any plans to put another in his place. While the people might not have liked Father much, many nobles vied for his favor, and even disgruntled, the people held the DiRici name in high esteem. As long as Yarif lived, they’d want to see him on the throne, make their own claims, or throw their lot in with one of Father’s bastards. “I’ll take your words under advisement. Now, why have you brought me here?” 
“As I said, sit.” The raised eyebrow spoke clearer than words that, this time, the commander wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
Stubbornness would accomplish nothing. Yarif sat stiffly.
Commander Draylon leaned forward, resting a pair of powerful forearms on the table. While he appeared to have made an effort at cleaning, flecks of blood showed clearly on his tunic and under his fingernails. 
Yarif’s stomach soured. Anyone’s he knew? 
“Your father is no longer king. Several loyal to him have forfeited their lives. Others are being… detained. Tell me why you shouldn’t join them. What was your role in their plot against the emperor?”
Ah, so now they settled down to business. If this barbarian expected Yarif to plead for his life, they’d only waste time. “If you want information about my father’s dealings, then best to kill me now. He didn’t take me into his confidence.”
The commander snorted. “You expect me to believe you?”
“I don’t care what you believe. It’s the truth.”
“Who else was involved? I want names.”
Now came Yarif’s turn to snort. “How can I know involvement when I never knew what they planned?” The news only reached him when Cormiran soldiers appeared at their border. 
“How convenient. You’re next in line to the throne with the two higher-ranking royals dead. You ambitious little princelings will stop at nothing to get your way.” 
Days of rage and living in fear wrapped Yarif in their iron grip. “How dare you suggest I’d wish my own father and brother killed! That may be the way of Cormir, but here we respect both king and kin!” One guard behind him took a step closer. 
The commander stopped the guard with a wave of his hand. “The DiRici name will evermore be tied with treason. Your father betrayed both his kin and his country.”
“I am not my father!”
“No. Your father is dead.”
“Did you kill him personally?” Yarif forced out from between clenched teeth, unsure whether or not he wanted an answer. 
For one brief moment, the commander glanced away. Telling. 
“You did, didn’t you?” The heat of Yarif’s anger chilled. “Did you kill my brother too?”
The commander met Yarif’s glare, throat bobbing with a swallow. “I defeated King Lleval. I’d like to tell you he fought honorably, but I’m not prone to lies. In the end, he shielded himself behind his own people. He died a coward’s death.” The commander offered no hint of sympathy or apology, only a tightly clenched jaw. “I was not there when Crown Prince Barostian met his end.”
“You murdered my father!”
“I defeated your father in battle. A battle he initiated!”
Every bit of the fight left Yarif. He wanted to see the children, then retire to his room to magically find time reversed to before soldiers arrived. Given a second chance, he’d take Emile and Adrina and flee, whether his father approved or not. He murmured, “I don’t want the throne.”
A flash of surprise momentarily crossed the commander’s stern features. He quickly resumed his glowering countenance. “Do you expect me to believe you? Now tell me your part in your father’s plot against the emperor.”
What? Was Yarif to be tried for treason? “I… I already told you. I had no part. My fath… King Lleval didn’t discuss such matters with me.” He didn’t add, My father considered me beneath his notice most of the time. 
“Why not? You’re his son.”
“I’m the spare heir. The king poured his efforts into the crown prince. I knew of the plot only when informed of Cormiran troops marching our way.” That Baro hadn’t confided in Yarif still rankled. 
The commander studied Yarif for long moments. Hoping for a confession? Yarif had nothing to confess. Father hadn’t trusted him to be brutal. Yarif would never have agreed to such a plot anyway. His family had sworn fealty to the emperor. End of story. 
He fought not to squirm under the scrutiny. 
“What did you know?” Commander Draylon growled in low, threatening tones, sitting forward in his chair to put his nose a handsbreadth away from Yarif’s face. 
Yarif swallowed hard. “All I know is what I was told by a guard. That Father conspired to murder the emperor and leave the empire during the ensuing chaos.”
“And you knew nothing of this beforehand?” The rage in the commander’s eyes belied his calm tone. 
“I told you, no.” Inhale, exhale and keep your breathing steady. Though what did Yarif’s performance matter? If this man judged him a traitor, Yarif would be killed. How? Hanged? Run through with a sword? Or maybe one of the barbaric torture rituals the emperor should have outlawed long ago. Whatever they planned for him, Yarif would meet his fate with his head held high. 
The commander rested his elbows on the table, steepling his fingers. “Do you want Renvalle to leave the empire?”
“I see no benefit for us in doing so. We trade with the other parts of the empire, and in return, we’re offered protection from enemies.” Or so Father used to say publicly. 
“Have you contacted anyone in kingdoms that haven’t joined the empire?”
At least the commander posed the question in a way Yarif could answer without damning himself. “No, I haven’t.”
“If you don’t want the kingdom, what do you want?” 
Did the commander have to keep staring? Yarif took a deep breath, then told a truth a blood drenched savage wouldn’t understand. “All I want is to keep my siblings safe. My mother’s family lives in Draige. Allow us to go there.”
The commander glowered, sending the guard behind Yarif a step closer. Did he expect an attack? “And risk them becoming our enemy and using you as leverage?” 
Was everything political with this man? “Do what you want with me, but allow them to go.”
“Then we risk the same thing.”
Yarif’s nerves snapped, sending him to his feet. “They’re children! You can’t possibly be planning them harm. Why keep them alive this long if you only plan to kill them later?” His blood ran cold. Suddenly, there wasn’t enough air in the room. He braced his hands on the table, summoning his courage. “You plan to make a spectacle of them. You’ll have to kill me first.” He eyed his confiscated knives, lined up in a row at the far end of the table. One moment. One knife.
The commander cleared his throat, redirecting Yarif’s attention. “I do not plan to harm children.” How telling that he didn’t add or you.
Yarif bared his teeth. “You’re not the emperor.” He’d heard many things about the emperor over the years. Compassion wasn’t one of them. Father broke promises. These political types must set their examples. Yarif wanted to spit in the commander’s face. 
The commander stayed annoyingly calm. “No, I’m not the emperor, but I like to believe he values my opinion.”
The captain snickered. The commander glared. “Captain Rufe? I believe you have troops to inspect, do you not?”
“As you wish, Commander.” This time, the captain did the cross-body salute. He performed a precise about-face, then marched from the room with unnecessary flair. 
“As I said,” the commander continued, “if you cooperate with me, I will pass along my impressions of you to the emperor.”
“And those impressions are…?” Did Yarif really want to know?
“You’re a harmless second son who lacks the backbone to conspire against the crown.”
So, the commander wasn’t impressed. Good. “May I visit the twins now?” Mother used to say, “You’ll never get what you don’t ask for.” One more minute in this room might make Yarif say something unwise. This man would make promises he never intended to keep and happily swing the ax to sever Yarif’s head from his neck. 
After several long, uncomfortable moments, the commander nodded, addressing two guards in Cormiran. “Escort him, please.” To Yarif, he said in Renvallian, “They will take you.”
“I’m not a threat!” Yarif balled his hands into fists. “And I certainly know my way around my own home.” 
“Maybe it’s not you I’m worried about.”
Surrounded by enemies. Maybe the commander didn’t intend immediate harm—his soldiers were another matter. 
Well, those from before hadn’t presented a problem. But then Yarif had his rapier. He took another long look at the commander before leaving, to find the commander regarding him with a curious expression. 
If Yarif must die, at least he’d have a pretty executioner. 




Chapter Three


There wasn’t much to be done about the cuts, bruises, and the need for a shave, but Draylon at least bathed and found clean clothes to wear, minimizing what Rufe called his uncivilized look. Let Father interview Renvallian nobles to decide what must be done. Draylon planned a more meaningful conversation. Besides, giving the nobles already in the dungeon time to contemplate their fates and imagine the worst might loosen their tongues.  
His meeting with the prince left Draylon in need of a drink. A traitor. From a traitorous family. 
But a beautiful traitor. Unbound, his long blond hair likely reached past his shoulders. It would be a shame for Father to put the man to death. What of the children? If Draylon had to, he’d stand up to his father. The children were innocent. 
Was Yarif? No one knew better than Draylon how a king or emperor could dote on one son and barely speak to another. While Yarif showed some skill with a blade, Rufe said, he didn’t appear battle trained or to have ridden out beside his father. 
Draylon would learn the truth soon enough because if he couldn’t make persuasive arguments, the emperor might still sentence Yarif to death. 
For some reason, Draylon wanted the man to live.
He chose the servants’ dining area for his meeting to put those he spoke to at ease—or as at ease as they could be during interrogation—a drab, dreary place off the kitchens. A single candle sat on the table. Draylon added four more. He’d been told his current appearance would scare small children, with his wild hair, and his cuts and bruises earned in battle. No need to compound the effect with eerie lighting, like storytellers did to add drama to a rather dark tale. 
Many told Draylon he managed to be dark enough on his own. 
The room must have been sweltering a few weeks before the cool fall days had set in. The place might have been cozy on a cold morning, with a fire in the hearth. 
Too warm a day for unnecessary fires. Renvalle’s rolling hills, working up to low mountains, were far cooler than Cormira, the capital city of the Cormiran Empire, but still far from cold yet. Draylon had spotted the snowcapped peaks of Delletina from the balcony in his room. 
The snow would soon fall here. 
May he be long gone by then. 
The scent of freshly baked bread wafted from the kitchen, making his mouth water. When had he last eaten? Were his men seen to? 
His first interviewee shuffled in, wariness in her bright green eyes. Her dress might be plain brown, the attire he’d expect for a head cook, but it fit her ample figure well. Her skin was pale, as many Renvallian citizens were, especially this far north. If he stood, she’d likely come no higher than his chest. 
Draylon guessed her age as midfifties, like the head cook back home. Laugh lines surrounded her eyes and mouth, an indication she might be a jovial sort. With any luck, a cheerful personality made her a confidante of the other castle staff. 
“Please, sit down,” Draylon bade her, indicating the chair across from him.  He’d deliberately not taken the place of honor at the head of the table. In this, he was merely another servant of His Imperial Majesty, neither above nor below any other. 
Besides, folks tended to treat him differently once they discovered him to be the emperor’s younger son. 
He waited to see if the cook would extend any niceties. 
“Shall I order tea… milord?” She trembled, peeking at him from beneath her white cap, where several silver-flecked brown strands escaped. 
Milord. Good. She didn’t know of him. The better to get the needed information. “Only if you so desire, milady.” 
A flush swept the woman’s cheeks. Her features lifted with the faintest hint of a smile. “Flatterer.” She didn’t order tea, which meant she intended for him to earn any hospitality. To her, he must only appear as a conquering brute. 
“As I’ve been told.” Only by Rufe, and in jest, but still. “However, I am not milord, I’m merely Draylon, and I wish to talk with you. What’s your name?”
“Mary, mi… Draylon. Since we have five Marys among the servants, they call me May. And I’m about as far from a ‘milady’ as one gets.”
“May.” Draylon gave what he hoped passed for a reassuring smile. He wasn’t in the habit of reassuring anyone. “I just want to ask you a few questions. As you know, your former ruler betrayed the emperor and has paid the price.”
May gave a slight nod while settling herself in the chair. She didn’t seem overly concerned with her king’s death. Then again, as head cook, she’d likely known the moment King Lleval died. Kitchen staff seemed to know everything, as they interacted with many others in the household, and servants loved to gossip. “What do you want with me? I’m only a cook.”
Only a cook underestimated her power. Draylon continued smiling. “Back in Cormira, if you want to know what’s going on in the kingdom, really going on, you don’t ask the emperor’s secretary. You ask the cook.” Esmeralda might not start the gossip, but it all landed at her feet soon enough. Servants talked. Esme listened.
Give her enough drink, she’d tell all.  
May relaxed somewhat. “I hear the odd bit here and there.”
Time for a little more flattery, which, in times like these, amounted to What would Rufe say? “Well, May, the information you give me may well shape the future of your country.”
May eyes widened. “Me?”
“Yes, you. Now, I’ll ask you about the royal family, and I want honest answers.” 
“I will not speak ill of my employers.” May’s lips stretched into a thin line. 
Loyalty, Draylon could respect, even if May’s devotion made gaining answers far more difficult.  “Then I’ll ask the questions. If I don’t quite believe your response, I’ll provide one. If I’m correct, say nothing. If I’m wrong, correct me. That way, your conscience is clear. Now, remember, I already have some knowledge of the DiRicis, but I need clarification.” May smiled when Draylon correctly pronounced the name. “What role they play in the kingdom's future management depends on what I learn.”
When May didn’t offer anything, Draylon pushed on. After all, she hadn’t said no. “What do you know of the queen consort?”
A quick look of revulsion crossed May’s face. She should never play games of chance. Her expressive features would give her away. After much staring at the table, she replied, “The queen is a beautiful woman.”
Which spoke volumes when May led with looks instead of kindness or a charitable spirit. Draylon supplied, “She’s vain.”
May didn’t correct the assumption. “She allows her children freedom.”
Draylon interpreted May’s words to mean, “She doesn’t spend any time with her children.”
Again, May didn’t correct him. “She’s very sociable.”
“She loves parties.”
“Men can’t resist her beauty.”
Ah, so May would play this little game. Draylon ventured, “She has several lovers.”
“She spends a lot of time away from court.”
Now they were getting somewhere. “The queen spurns her duties.”
Nothing from May. Oh, yes. Esme would probably love this woman.
Draylon offered up another suggestion. “If she left permanently, the people wouldn’t miss her.”
May gave an inelegant snort. “Wouldn’t notice, more like.” She slapped a hand over her mouth but too late. Once more, her face flamed. So, the queen wasn’t part of day-to-day life at court. Duly noted.
“I take it she’s not a loving mother.” Nothing new there. Many noblewomen scarcely saw their children except to use them as props or bargaining chips. 
“Prince Yarif is more a parent to those children than Her Majesty.” Okay, now the dam had broken. Maybe this interview wouldn’t take all afternoon. May stood abruptly. “Beg your pardon, sir. I will return in a moment.” She fled toward the kitchens. 
Gone to raise rabble with cleavers and knives? 
She returned bearing a tea tray. A small victory? May sat back down after serving tea and handing Draylon a plate of sweets, giving a tentative smile. She poured her tea from the same pot as his, which didn’t rule out his cup being poisoned. “Now, where were we?”
Draylon did like this woman and needed to stay on her good side, even if he didn’t yet trust her not to murder him. “Sadly, the crown prince perished in the battle. What of him?”
May shook her head slowly. “He was what his father made him, though he had a soft spot in his heart for the younger princes and princess.”
“He wouldn’t have made a good ruler.”
Again, May remained silent. 
“Okay, what of Prince Yarif?” 
May’s face lit up. “Now, there’s a good lad. Comes to the kitchens just to chat.” She pointed at the chair Draylon sat in. “Sits right there, he does. Sneaks treats to Prince Emile and Princess Adrina.”
The righteously angry Yarif had a gentle side? “You said he was more parent to them than the queen.” Draylon recalled what he’d been told about Prince Yarif standing guard over the two younger children. Gentle and protective. 
“I daresay he’d die to keep them safe,” May agreed. “I sometimes wonder if the queen even knows their names.”
How could anyone not value their children? In his position as commander, Draylon had no illusions of marrying and starting a family, but if he did… “I see. Tell me more about Prince Yarif.” Is he a traitor? 
“Loyal to a fault, even though he didn’t often agree with his father and brother.”
“A younger son, involved in politics.” As a second son, Draylon had practically been pushed toward the military from birth. Had any of his unfortunate brothers lived to be the second son, they’d have been the family warriors while Father shoved Draylon toward a priesthood. Draylon shuddered at the thought. Then again, for the three stillbirths between him and his older brother. 
“‘The kingdom is my business,’ Yarif used to say to me.” May gave a sly grin. “Used to come to me like you for all the palace gossip. He had many wonderful ideas for the kingdom, but his father wouldn’t listen. Didn’t include him in decision making for the kingdom. Our Prince Yarif learned anyway.”
“What kind of ideas?” From what May said, Yarif might have had some inkling of his father’s plans. 
“He reads a lot, you see, suggested improvements to farming methods and wanted to introduce different plants and livestock. He also stood against his father betrothing the wee twins so young.”
“They’re around nine or ten, correct?” Betrothing someone so young wasn’t uncommon among social-climbing nobles. Good thing no one had tried to force such an alliance on Draylon. His father would have discovered how disobedient the spare heir could be.
“They’re nine. Prince Yarif believes a lot can happen in a few years, and the allies we want today might not be the ones we want later. He also wanted to give them a say in their own futures.” A unique viewpoint among many noble families, but admirable nonetheless. Draylon would likely never be faced with a dynastic marriage, not with an older brother who’d already provided three heirs.
“I gather he lost the argument, and the children are betrothed already.” What a horrid practice. 
“Yes, and if given the power, I’d break both agreements.” In a harsh whisper from behind her hand, May murmured, “They’re betrothed to evil people.”
King Lleval’s betrayal went deeper than expected, even to his own family. Children should be allowed to be children. Draylon must ensure Father’s plans for the young prince and princess weren’t for a similar intent. “Continue, please. You were telling me about Prince Yarif.”
May leaned in as though betraying a confidence. “The crown prince couldn’t read and write properly; something about the words moving on the page. Yarif helped hide the problem from their father by handling Prince Barostian’s letters and explaining contracts and the like.”
“He acted as his brother’s secretary to keep others from discovering the secret.” Draylon kept a scoff of disbelief out of his voice with an effort. Nobody was as goodhearted as May let on.
More likely, Prince Yarif enjoyed the chance to learn secrets. He might know a good deal about the running of the kingdom then. Though he’d already asked in a roundabout way, Draylon tried again. “Would he make a good king?”
May turned her eyes away. “I should say yes, hoping the family stays in power, but the truth is the lad has too good a heart and not firm enough of a hand if you take my meaning.”
Yes. Yes, Draylon did. “Prince Yarif is of marriageable age. Why hasn’t he married?” As keen as King Lleval appeared with the younger two, why hadn’t he secured an alliance through marriage for the older son?
May snorted. “His father betrothed him three times, twice to mean old dukes and once to a duchess who only wanted the family connection and money. They all died before the marriage took place.”
Really? “Do you think Yarif had them killed?” They’d only met briefly, and Prince Yarif didn’t look like a treacherous schemer, but a good schemer hid their true natures well.
Prince Yarif appeared earnest, especially when speaking of his siblings, and he’d held off some of Rufe’s soldiers. Golden hair braided and held in place in a coil around his head by an elaborate hairpin, clear eyes as blue as a summer sky. Yarif had worn hunting leathers, likely the most protective clothing he could find for standing guard. 
They were still of good quality and flattered Yarif’s trim body. 
Given information of Yarif’s scholarly nature, Draylon had expected someone delicate, not a man nearly his own height, though much slighter of build. Prince Yarif would be stunning in the proper clothing, with his long, straight nose and prominent cheekbones. Draylon startled from his thoughts when May spoke again.
“Word is, the crown prince gave the order for the removals, though, in all honesty, Duke Trainor, at least, likely died naturally of old age or meanness. Prince Barostian had his faults, but he sheltered his brother. And how could he expect to run the kingdom without help? Prince Yarif wouldn’t have allowed his brother’s methods of dealing with the betrothals had he known the truth beforehand.”
Barostian’s motives weren’t entirely altruistic, then. However, if handled correctly, Prince Yarif might be an asset. Still, best to watch him. He was a DiRici, after all. “What did the people think of the king and crown prince?”
May said nothing. Answer enough. Offering, No one would let them in during a snowstorm seemed a bit much. 
“What do they think of Prince Yarif?”
“The people felt sorry for him for the most part. His father trying to pawn him off in a loveless marriage to someone who’d likely use and possibly abuse him. Rumors said Duke Trainor’s three former spouses hadn’t died of natural causes.”
May was a fountain of information, much like Esmerelda back home. “Do you believe how the emperor deals with the prince now will affect the people’s goodwill?” Once before, Draylon witnessed an uprising when a beloved ruler was killed. Better to avoid unnecessary beheadings. 
“They won’t take kindly to our prince being mistreated.”
Our prince. “Are there any more of the nobles you feel are honest, loyal to the emperor, and would help positively shape the kingdom going forward?”
“Countess Exa. She’s got both a good heart and mind. Has run her invalid husband’s estate for years. She’s also friends with Prince Yarif, though they haven’t seen each other since her marriage.”
Countess Exa. Draylon would ask Rufe to arrange a meeting since Draylon hadn’t brought any secretaries with him and wouldn’t trust just anyone with this task. Especially when he needed to hide his actions from his father until he’d collected enough information to offer valid suggestions. “Anyone else?”
May remained quiet. 
Draylon saluted May with his teacup, pretending to drink the concoction. If she’d seen fit to add something noxious to his drink, it would hardly be the first time someone tried to poison him. He was the enemy, after all. One episode of gut-wrenching, doubled-over-puking agony taught a man. “That’s enough for today. You’ve been a tremendous help.” Regardless of Yarif’s involvement in an attempted coup, if Renvallians were fond of him, they wouldn’t react well to seeing him killed. 
May wrung her hands.
Also a gesture Draylon recognized from Esme. “Something more you wish to say?”
May nodded. “Please don’t punish the children for things their parents did.”
The children! He’d not asked much about the children. “That’s not my father’s way.”
All color drained from May’s face. “You’re the younger son of the emperor!”
Damnation! Draylon must be tired to allow such information to slip. “No, I am Draylon, the same man you’ve enjoyed tea and conversation with, military commander and lover of books. Nothing more.”
May nodded, though her shrewd gaze said she wasn’t buying what Draylon offered. She bowed herself from the room. 
“May?” Draylon called out.
May peered around the corner. “Yes, Your High… Draylon?” 
“Tell no one of our conversation.” 
“As you wish.”
The warning pretty much guaranteed the other servants would be aware by sundown. Perhaps the fact that Draylon treated her fairly and listened without threats would encourage others to come forward of their own volition. 
Yes, belowstairs, information gathered. Draylon stared at the blank stone wall. 
Footsteps patted his way. May stuck her head back through the doorway. “Oh, Your… Draylon. One more thing you need to know.”
“Yes?”
“The clerics and town officials are also highly partial to our Prince Yarif.”
“Oh? Why?” What gods did the locals even serve? The last thing Draylon needed was a religious zealot on his hands. 
“He translates documents for them and writes messages.”
Translates? “I see. What languages?”
May ticked points off on her fingers. “The main languages of Cormir, Renvalle, Delletina, and his mother taught him some Dragan.”
Cormiran? Only speaks Renvallian Draylon’s ass. Still, under the circumstances, Draylon wouldn’t tip his hand. “You paint him as a paragon. The man must have flaws.”
May bit her lip. 
“Let me guess. He’s a drunkard, a braggart, a womanizer…”
“No! It’s just he has… well, a bit of a temper sometimes, especially toward his father. He’s also a bit stubborn.” She shrugged in a what can you do? kind of way. “His brother paid private tutors to keep silent about his reading skills, but Yarif attended the temple school, like most second-born children. He has trouble keeping the gods and goddesses straight, so he prays to them all.” She pursed her lips. “The priests frown on such things.”
Draylon and Avestan studied under the same tutors until Draylon entered military service. Only third sons attended temple schools to study for the priesthood. Also, praying to only the God of War simplified matters. “Tell me more about this school.”
“Rather than military tactics, students learn numbers, letters, the running of a household, and how to be a good consort.”
“In preparation for being married off one day.”
“Yes. Prince Yarif isn’t fond of the notion of being used to seal alliances. He’s been quite… vocal on occasion. The temper I told you about.” May’s cheeks flushed. Around the cooking fires, she likely stayed pink-cheeked. 
“I’ll be sure to heed your warning.” Draylon had witnessed that temper already. Yarif shouted during their meeting, demonstrating a stubborn nature as well. Seemed Draylon surrounded himself with stubborn men. Yarif would fit right in. “Thank you, milady. You’ve been most helpful.” 
Draylon would play along but keep in mind that the little fox understood their every word. Maybe talking to others would present a clearer picture. No one could be as good as May described.
Particularly not the son of a traitor, even one taught to make a home instead of war. 




Chapter Four


“Are you okay?” Yarif knelt on the floor, embracing Emile and Adrina while fighting back the tears he couldn’t let them see. At least someone had seen fit to remove the children from the classroom in favor of the room Emile refused to call a playroom. He was nine, after all.  
“We’re fine.” Putting her mouth close to Yarif’s ear, Adrina added, “Our governess took us straight to the soldiers when we left the castle.” The glare in her eyes a moment later didn’t bode well for the governess, now well on the way to being the sixth governess Adrina disapproved of. 
Getting on the little tyrant’s bad side? Horrible idea.
Yarif nodded, fighting the urge to add his own glare at the woman who’d betrayed them. Especially in these uncertain times, he needed someone he could trust to care for the children. “I hope you’re not overly attached to her.”
“We’re not.” Emile folded his arms over his chest, condescending glare no match for his sister’s. “We’re too old to need a governess.”
An old argument. “Time will tell. But you’re okay. They’re not mistreating you?”
Emile snorted. “They’re not the ones I worry about.” 
“What have you done?” Yarif kept his voice low, avoiding the governess’s hearing. 
Adrina lifted her chin at a defiant angle. “A couple of the guards speak some Renvallian, so I told one that another called his mother a cow. How was I to know they were brothers and didn’t get on well? Or that they’re originally from Herix, and our word for cow means something worse there?”
Yarif palmed his face. “There’s more to this story, I’m sure.”
“They fought, so their captain took them away.” Adrina sighed, shoulders slumped in defeat. “He sent two more. They didn’t understand me.”
How fortunate all the captain did was replace the guards. If only there were some way to convey the danger without scaring the children senseless. 
“The guards said Father and Baro are dead. Is that true?” Adrina squeezed Emile’s hand while asking. 
Yarif had hoped to break the news gently. He cupped the children’s cheeks in his hands. “I am afraid so. And you’re not going to get rid of your guards with pranks. Please don’t provoke them. Be on your best behavior.” Yarif glanced from one twin to the other. “Both of you.” Deities, if anything happened to these two…
“Yes, Yarif,” they chorused, though Adrina mumbled her promise. “Can I at least put a dead mouse in the governess’s bed?”
“Best behavior.” Even as the words left his mouth, Yarif realized he was probably too late and asking to see the woman’s bed might be—misconstrued. Still, after turning the twins in, she deserved so much worse. If Yarif slipped more mice into the bed…
Blonde curls bounced around Adrina’s heart-shaped face. “I don’t want to be here. I want to go to my rooms. Why won’t they let me go to my rooms?”
“I think, for now, the two of you should stay together.” Yarif forced a bright smile. “I know! Pretend it’s a sleepover! We’ll pile all the blankets and pillows on the floor of Emile’s bed chamber.”
Adrina’s forced smile wouldn’t fool anyone. “Okay. But I can go get my dolls, can’t I?” She studied the toe of her shoe. “I’m too old for dolls, but someone might take them if I’m not there.”
If Yarif had his way, the children wouldn’t leave these rooms until the soldiers were gone, and he’d spend every moment with them. Without Father and Baro, Yarif must do his best to see to these young ones’ futures. “I’ll have them brought.” He must still hold that much authority, at least among the staff.
He rose and strode across the room to the governess, out of hearing of the children. “Frida? A word, please.” The death of his father and brother made Yarif king, if only temporarily. He’d take all the advantage he could for as long as possible. 
Frida would never see the dead mouse. 
She’d no longer be here.
[image: image-placeholder]Yarif oversaw moving Adrina into Emile’s rooms, enlisting May, the cook, for help finding a suitable governess. Many people had fled the surrounding area when word circulated about the emperor’s army fast approaching. Not many candidates to choose from.
May found round-faced Pol, an unmarried woman living with her sister’s family. She was more than happy to move into the castle with only two children to mind instead of seven. 
Two guards followed Yarif from Emile’s rooms to his own. “Is this really necessary?” he asked. Neither guard answered, and Yarif didn’t dare resort to speaking Cormiran. 
“I’m afraid it is, Your Highnes,” Captain Rufe said from down the hall. Both guards acknowledged his approach with an arm salute across their bodies. Two more guards stood at the captain’s back, who waited until nearly to toe-to-toe with Yarif to add, “Until the commander is sure of where your loyalties lie, it’s for your good as well as his to keep you under guard.”
“Mine?” Yarif scoffed. 
“What if we found a soldier attacked or some other sign of hostility? If you’re under watch, we can attest that you cannot possibly be the culprit. Also, some of our soldiers lost their lives in this battle. They have comrades seeking to avenge their fallen.”
Deep down, Yarif knew these things, but it took Captain Rufe stating them for the reality to sink in. Yarif was no longer “home” but in enemy territory. 
When he didn’t speak, Captain Rufe offered assurances. “I approved the guards for you and your siblings and assigned only my finest men. No harm will come to you or yours.”
Until the emperor arrived. 
Yarif finally nodded. The captain removed a ring of keys from his pocket and unlocked Yarif’s door with an apologetic smile. 
“I’m to be locked in?” Yarif already knew the answer and trudged through the door the moment it opened, unsurprised when one of the newly arrived guards followed him inside. 
“Corporal Vale speaks passable Renvallian and has been instructed to only interact with you in his capacity as your guard.” Rufe met Yarif’s gaze. “You’ll not sway him, so don’t even try.”
“What of meals?” 
“Trays will be brought for you. If you need anything, the guards outside your door can send for me. Make no mistake, Prince Yarif. There are those who’d see you tossed into a cell. If you give us a reason to, we’ll put you there. I hope you won’t.” 
With that, Captain Rufe left the room, locking the door behind him. The guard strolled through the rooms, taking stock of his surroundings. The antechamber appeared exactly as Yarif left it; however…
His clothes chest lay open, clothing spread upon the bed. Though his desk drawers were closed, inspection proved the contents had been rifled through. 
His knives were gone, though nothing else appeared to be missing. Yarif would’ve expected soldiers to take anything of value—not that he’d been stupid enough to leave anything dear to him in the open but a few pieces of jewelry. 
A sealed bottle of wine sat where he’d left it on a side table. He broke the seal and poured himself a glass. He wouldn’t offer the guard any, not that the man would accept. 
A prisoner. Awaiting his fate. 
Yarif watched from his balcony as a contingent of horsemen approached, bearing the emperor’s standards. While he’d never before seen Emperor Soland, there was no mistaking the bearing of authority of the man mounted on a gray stallion or how the other men bowed to him. 
An imposing figure, going a bit soft around the middle, with graying brown hair. An older image of Commander Draylon. 
Captain Rufe referred to the commander as “Your Highness.” Or had the words been said in jest? Could the hulk of a commander actually be the emperor’s legitimate son or bastard? 
Well, the man was a complete bastard, even if not the emperor’s. 
[image: image-placeholder]Yarif sat cross-legged on the floor in the silence of his bedchamber, where the guard, thankfully, didn’t follow. 
“Goddess of the Dead, see my brother delivered to the eternal peace. May he rejoin his mother and our lost brother.” Yarif lit a candle. Next, he lit one for his brother who’d died as an infant, and another for his mother. 
Lastly, he lit a candle for his father, though he said no prayers. The Goddess would judge Father by his actions.
Yarif lit no candles for Captain Unger, as he’d once promised. The gods didn’t favor me in life, why should they bother in death? 
Yarif’s eyes stung. He gave a good sniff and released the tears he’d held back. 
Alone, quietly, he mourned many losses.
[image: image-placeholder]Sand grated at Yarif’s eyes when he lifted his lids to the not-quite-light of predawn. The door to the secret passageway beckoned, but there was no access through the children’s rooms. 
He wouldn’t escape without them. Besides. Where would they go? They could hardly walk to Draige. Countess Exa? 
Knuckling his eyes didn’t ease much grit. The few times he’d drifted to sleep, he’d dreamed of bloody swords and the commander’s evil grin as he made the killing blow. Pink tinged the horizon outside Yarif’s window. Might as well start the day. 
His guard peeked into the room, then retreated to the antechamber. So, at least the illusion of privacy. 
Yarif dressed simply, rebraided his hair, and, ignoring the guards following him, made his way to his office—now filled with strangers, rifling through his belongings. Papers lay scattered on the desk, the chairs, and the floor.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he bellowed, even though they likely didn’t speak his language, and he wasn’t about to let them know he spoke theirs. Through volume alone, they should realize he’d like to shove them out a window. 
One man approached. “The emperor charged us with getting records of the kingdom in order and searching for any traces of treason.” He spoke Renvallian in condescending tones. Thought himself better than Renvallians, did he?
If the man sought to impress Yarif, he fell far short of the mark. Expecting to be killed at any moment made one reckless. “They were in order, you imbecile! It will take weeks to repair the damage. And I told your twice-cursed Commander Draylon I didn't know my father’s plans. Now, out! Out! The lot of you! You can have my office when the emperor himself drags me out by my heels!”
The guard spoke in Cormiran to the assembled group. “Stay where you are.” 
“But… but…” one man argued. 
Until they killed him, Yarif would play the sorry hand he’d been dealt. “Until someone with authority removes me from power, I am King Yarif of Renvalle by virtue of my father and brother’s deaths.” He narrowed his eyes, putting on every bit of the haughty royal temperament he’d observed in his father. “Who are you?”
“What is going on here?” came a new voice. Commander Draylon forced his bulk into the already too-full room.
The haughty little man began, “We were told—”
“Get. Out.” Commander Draylon pointed toward the door.
Commander Draylon, with his likeness to the accursed emperor. A man who stood a full head taller than anyone else in the room besides Yarif. 
A man who’d likely score the killing blow should Yarif be sentenced to death, as he had in last night’s dreams.
One by one, the invaders laid down their papers and trudged out of the room. Yarif would’ve liked to join them but wouldn’t give ground to this commander or anyone else.
“Stop!” Yarif stalked over to a sneering woman, grabbed her wrist, and wrested the silver ink well from her hand. “This is mine. Taking what isn’t yours is thievery. I could have you thrown in the dungeon.” The superior smirk left the woman’s face. She paled when Commander Draylon repeated the words in Cormiran. 
Yarif expected some disparaging remarks since they believed he couldn’t understand them. The woman opened her mouth, but Commander Draylon’s glower had her lowering her eyes. 
The flock scattered like ducks before a wolf. 
Or a bear. 
“Wait outside,” Commander Draylon barked to the guards. 
Yarif clutched the ink well. A little victory. Not much, but he’d take any win at all. Was he about to be attacked? Was Commander Draylon about to teach him a lesson? Use his strength to strike fear into the heart of the traitor’s son? 
Yarif removed the pin from his hair in a casual gesture, palming the makeshift weapon as his braid fell over his shoulder. He surveyed the room with dismay. What did those wretches think they were doing? Only one he saw even knew Renvallian, in which most papers were written. 
They’d taken them out of order, spreading documents on the desk and floor—the floor!—in some haphazard pattern. 
Commander Draylon spoke in Yarif’s native tongue again. “Emperor Soland sent them to find any documents pertaining to Delletina.”
“Delletina? Why Delletina.” A pool of dread settled in Yarif’s stomach.
“Your father planned to wrest Renvalle from the empire. Delletina is also not part of the empire and they’re Renvalle’s closest neighbor. We’ll also want mentions of Craice and other of the empire’s enemies.” 
Yarif huffed, stalking across the floor to open an ornate cabinet. He pulled out a bundle of papers. “Here they are, filed under ‘D’ for Delletina. Or does Delletina start with another letter in Cormiran?”
Commander Draylon’s brows wrinkled. “You openly maintain files on Delletina? You admit to being treasonous like your father?”
“They are our closest neighbor to the north, as you pointed out. Occasionally shepherds cross the border looking for the odd lost sheep or two. We currently have around one hundred and fifty citizens who came here to escape the drought seven years ago. Because of their secrecy, we have little information on Craice.”
“Do the Delletinians bear tattoos?”
Yarif snorted. He’d heard that anyone not born on Cormiran soil, of parents born on Cormiran soil, was considered a risk and identified on arrival by a tattoo. A perfect way to ensure anyone so marked would never succeed in business, as they were avoided by other citizens concerned with being labeled guilty by association. “That’s your barbaric custom, not ours. Someone native-born is just as likely to turn traitor as someone from another nation. Should we tattoo all citizens? Defeats the purpose, don’t you think?”
He didn’t mention the distinctive tattoo on Captain Rufe’s wrist. 
Commander Draylon remained quiet, studying the mess, then knelt, extending a hand toward the papers. 
“Don’t!” Yarif snapped. “I’ll take care of these. Your people have done enough damage already.”
“Where is your secretary? Shouldn’t they be overseeing the office?”
“This is my office. I served as secretary to my brother. In the future, if the emperor needs information, ask first. Not all records on Delletina have to refer to treason, do they?” Yarif hated nothing more than wasting time redoing completed tasks. The current grain inventory lay on his desk. No telling where the other inventories were. He’d been working on those two days ago when an arrow flying through his window announced the army's arrival.
Granted, he only had access to matters Baro handled. The dratted commander could ransack Father’s office all he wanted—probably already had. 
Even relaxing his rigid stance didn’t make Commander Draylon any less terrifying. “While I understand your wishes, the emperor insists on a full accounting. I’ll allow you to remain here and appoint a secretary to oversee the work. Is that agreeable?” 
Agreeable or not, what choice was there? “I suppose.”
Commander Draylon saluted with an arm over his chest, a mocking gesture when aimed at a civilian. “I’ll send in a guard to stay with you until I select a suitable secretary.”
“At the moment, I outrank you. Now, begone with you and let me work.” Yarif could take little more of this infuriating man. 
Commander Draylon stuck his head out the door and murmured in low tones. When he returned, he said, “Someone is fetching the secretary. He is to be present whenever you’re in this room. Guards will remain outside the door.”
“Are they guarding me? Or are they guarding everyone else from me? Because after such a display of utter disrespect, I won’t be kind to anyone approaching my door.” Even armed with only a thin blade fashioned as a hairpin, much carnage could be wrought. 
“A bit of both, I think.” The corner of the commander’s lips tilted upward, then was quickly schooled into a hard line. 
A knock sounded on the door, and Commander Draylon opened the wooden panel. An older man with a well-trimmed white beard and hair entered, his dark brows a startling contrast. 
The commander beckoned the man forward. “Prince Yarif. This is K’yel, one of the emperor’s secretaries. He’ll remain with you. I understand your mother was from Draige. Do you understand the language?”
“Yes,” Yarif grudgingly admitted. It wasn't lost on him that Commander Draylon said prince and not king. 
K’yel’s face lit. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said in Dragan. At least he didn’t appear to be undereducated. Please let him have earned his position through hard work and skill, not through favoritism. 
“If you’ll excuse us, commander, I have work to do,” Yarif snipped. 
Commander Draylon scowled before leaving and closed the door firmly behind him. 
Interesting that a commander, at least one captain, and some soldiers spoke Renvallian. Other than their strategic location, there was nothing special about Renvalle. Why bother to learn the language when translators could undoubtedly be found at one of the Cormiran universities?
Which brought more thoughts of the commander, a brute of a man covered in scars and muscle spoke the language of Renvalle and possibly read it too. Weren’t Cormiran citizens categorized at birth? This one can be taught, and this one can be taught to kill.
Savages. 
Still, the savage commander filled a room with his presence and bulk. What would all those muscles feel like undulating under Yarif’s fingertips? 
No! No thinking such things! The man was the enemy! He’d taken Father’s life personally.
Stress. Stress needed an outlet, and deities knew Yarif had been under tremendous pressure. He mentally cataloged the deities he recalled: the Goddess of Harvest and Home; the God of War; the Goddess of Travelers. He could pray to at least fifty more, but “deities” worked to cover all points. 
Work. He should bury himself in work. Yarif glanced at a document he’d been translating from Cormiran to Renvallian. Had anyone noticed? If so, they likely didn’t recognize his handwriting. 
K’yel raked a gaze over the documents, then knelt to retrieve the ones from the floor. Good. Maybe he wouldn’t be much of a hindrance after all. 
Yarif found Baro’s childish signature at the bottom of a document. 
Baro, sweet, simple Baro, beaten by their father like a fighting dog until he lost all traces of softness. Baro might have been better suited as a bard than a king before Father started his campaign of making his heir into his own likeness. 
An image came to mind of Yarif slipping into the music room—mostly unused since Mother’s passing—to find Baro’s bulk squeezed into a corner on the floor, eyes closed, playing the violin. 
Father came, smashed the violin, and slammed Baro with fists until he begged for mercy. He’d never played an instrument again. 
And he’d played so beautifully. Yarif mourned the loss of Baro’s soul long before the body. He deserved better than to die as a traitor. What exactly had Father done, and how much involved Baro? While Father hadn’t exactly idolized the emperor, hated some of the empire’s policies, and spoke of Renvalle becoming an independent nation, had he really plotted murder? 
Too bad neither Father or Baro confided in Yarif. Then again, if they had, Yarif might have joined them in a traitor’s death. 
He discreetly searched the office for valuables, ensuring the ink well was the only thing missing from its place. 
He eyed a decorative table, noting the undisturbed rug beneath that hid a loose stone. There, underneath, his records lay hidden. It wasn’t Delletina files the emperor should investigate, but these, marked “N” for “King Niam of Delletina” though the collection of information was more the idolizing of a younger Yarif than actual intelligence. 
No one must know of Yarif’s connection. His life would be forfeit if anyone decided to make an issue of his relationship to an enemy king. 
Not that his life wasn’t forfeit anyway.  





Chapter Five


Draylon sat across the desk from his father in the former king’s office. Tapestries covered the walls, depicting colorful scenes of triumphs for the kingdom. The most notable being the wedding of Draylon’s great-great-great-aunt marrying the king of this land long before it joined the empire, giving the emperor’s family a tenuous route to the throne.  
A route many a second son had tried to exploit over the years. The desk and furniture came from better times. One look around the once-splendid room made Draylon wonder where the gold went and how much effort would be required to figure out where the kingdom stood as a business and put plans into motion to make Renvalle efficiently viable again. 
Would Yarif know? He’d been his brother’s secretary, after all. And a feisty one. Draylon wouldn’t mind asking a few hundred questions. 
To which he’d probably receive nothing but lies. 
May had mentioned plans Yarif wanted to implement. 
The emperor nodded to the trio sorting through the former king’s papers. “You may go now.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the three chorused before doing as told. 
Draylon waited until the door closed behind them to summarize his reports. Reports based on information gleaned from servants, officers who’d yet to be charged with treason, and one priest who’d been jailed for not declaring to his followers that the gods blessed the former king’s every action. A priest of the Goddess of Justice, no less. “It would seem the corrupt elements of the DiRici family are either gone or well on their way out the door.” Or to the gallows. “Particularly if it’s still your plan to remove the deposed queen, taking her and her children to the capital.” 
“Children should be with their mother,” Emperor Soland said with his typical matter-of-fact attitude. “And I cannot leave her here.”
“Not if she’s nothing of a mother. If you recall, she left her children to the enemy and ran away.” 
Father tabled the debate for now, moving on to the next point of the report. “From what you and others have reported, the older surviving prince wouldn’t be a suitable ruler.”
“No. He doesn’t have the backbone necessary for more… unpleasant matters.” After seeing him in action with the secretaries invading his office, Draylon wondered at the accuracy of those words. “However, I’m told he’s well versed in the running of the kingdom and could save your staff weeks of work.” Draylon suspected Yarif would fight to the death for what he believed. If the emperor could harness that passion, it could benefit them both.
Could Yarif prove to be a dangerous, lying serpent? Perhaps. Useful, also perhaps. 
“True. We could use the younger prince and princess’s fates to help convince Prince Yarif to publicly relinquish any holds on the kingdom and to cooperate fully.”
It appeared Father wasn’t ready to abandon the subject of the children. Time to drop the professional demeanor and deal as father and son. “Father, I would never deign to use children as hostages.”
“But they can be useful tools.” The twinkle in Father’s eyes hinted at how well he’d manipulated his own children for what he called “the greater good.”
How Draylon hated those words: the greater good. “What about their betrothals to known enemies of the empire?”
“Broken. I’m already considering other options.”
Draylon shot to his feet. They’d only just taken over the kingdom. Father must have been planning this for months. “Other options? Father, they’re children.”
Father nodded. “Your older brother was betrothed before he’d left the cradle.”
“How fortunate for him that he came to love his intended.” It was a damned miracle Father hadn’t yet shackled Draylon into marriage. Then again, Father wasn’t about to lose a crucial part of his war machine. Commander Draylon served the purpose of maintaining order in the empire much better than Prince Draylon would. 
“Love isn’t necessary for a successful working relationship,” Father declared. 
No, but how many nobles wed against their will only to die young under mysterious circumstances? Or turned to infidelity and the mess that created? “Like yours and Mother’s?” Draylon respected his father or tried to, adored his mother, and they portrayed a happy family when needed. Even so, Father kept, on average, three mistresses at a time. Mother, though more discreet in her dealings, currently bedded her lady-in-waiting—and the captain of the queen’s guard. 
Often at the same time. 
Draylon didn’t have so many lovers, even as an unmarried man. 
“Like ours,” Father said, mistaking an intended jab for a compliment. “Now, the Renvalle army is laughable, the reason we so easily took the castle. Their lands connect with our sworn enemies, Delletina. Delletina separates the empire from Craice, which is also an enemy. If they were to form an alliance with Renvalle, they’d have direct access to the borders of Herix, Glendor, and Draige. Therefore, we need a strong military presence here. Someone with a firm hand to whip the troops into shape and weed out any dissidents.”
“Military men are rarely good rulers.” Draylon recalled a particular fiasco in a neighboring kingdom. Ruling called for diplomacy, though he’d heard of successful warrior-kings back in his family’s history. 
“Which is why whoever is chosen will be someone with enough common sense to listen to his advisors. A compatible political match will go a long way into providing balance.” Though Father might be manipulative at times, he also took a step back to consider his actions, studying all angles of a problem before deciding. Didn’t he?
“I’d originally thought about the Duke of Rilekia,” Draylon ventured. “He served in the military as a young man, he’s highly educated, and well connected. Locals might accept a Glendoran leader better than a Cormiran one.”
Father didn’t even pause before answering, “He is needed exactly where he is.”
True. The qualities making him a good choice for Renvalle also made him otherwise valuable. “Yes, I’d thought so as well. You need someone totally loyal to you, and yes, in this case, with a military background, who can gain the respect of the officers here.”
Father smiled. “Yes.”
“You want them unwed, so you can arrange a political marriage, which will go a long way in winning local support.”
“Yes, again. I’m so glad you agree.” Father’s calculating smile didn’t bode well for—somebody. 
Chill fingers ran up Draylon’s spine. He couldn’t be thinking… “How about Lieutenant Sompera? She’s young, ambitious, and loyal to a fault. She’s also a baron’s daughter.” Not high in the noble hierarchy, but still noble. 
“While political marriages needn’t be based on attraction, I’m not bastard enough to insist our lovely lieutenant marry a man when she’s well-known to prefer women.”
Since when? One side of Draylon’s mouth lifted before he could rein in the humor. “Don’t let her hear you call her lovely. The last man who complimented her appearance found himself lying on his ass in the dirt.” 
Father laughed. “Yes, I’ve heard how if I intend to pay a compliment, it should be for her accomplishments, not for something she cannot control.”
“I have other suggestions.” Anything to steer this conversation away from where Draylon feared it might go. 
Father ignored Draylon’s words. “I was quite surprised to find Prince Yarif was not a child but a man of marriageable age. I’m also told the prince has a distinct preference for men.” The stubborn tilt of Father’s jaw caused squirming in Draylon’s belly. 
His heartbeat kicked up a notch. He strode to the window to hide his sudden terror of what Father might suggest next. If this plan called for someone with a military background… “I’d not heard.” Funny how the servants never mentioned Yarif’s preferences. Then again, they were loyal to Prince Yarif and likely saw no need. “You intend to keep him here as consort to whomever you choose.” Such a move would at least allow Yarif to live—for now. 
“I think it’s a suitable solution, don’t you? Those loyal to the family will be appeased, and you’ve said yourself how his knowledge of running this kingdom will be a tremendous help. He’ll be too well guarded to cause trouble, and we’ll have the children to keep him in line.”
Draylon’s stomach soured. He squinched his eyes shut. Long had he dreaded this day. God of Bitter Fate, spare me! “If not the duke, who are you recommending?” Please don’t say it, please don’t say it. 
He opened his eyes and turned in time to see Father’s broad grin. “Why, you, of course. Instead of a second son, you’ll be a king in your own right.”
Draylon stiffened. No! No! No! No! No! “Me? Father, I’m a warrior. I’m no ruler.”
Father dismissed Draylon’s objections with a wave of his beringed hand. “You weren’t a warrior until you were. Like battle tactics, you can learn. I’m told the two aren’t dissimilar at times. While you learn your duties, you’ll be surrounded by the finest advisors you can have, as when you learned to fight.”
Married. Made a king.
By all the gods, please, no. 
“Are you still involved with Captain Rufe?” The slight sneer on Father’s lips spoke of his distaste for the matter. 
“I’ve told you repeatedly, we’re not involved. We’re friends.” Sometimes the friendship became physical but was never going anywhere emotionally. Years ago, Draylon held out hope, but the more time passed, the more he valued Rufe’s friendship. They probably couldn’t maintain the same level of comfort around each other as official lovers. Besides, Rufe would be horrified by the attention and swore never to confine his affections to one person. 
His carousing ways were part of his charm—and one thing eliminating him as a possible consort. The tattoo he wore was another. 
Rufe’s blood was as noble as Draylon’s, his father a duke and mother a countess. That both had been wed to others at the time of his conception made Rufe a bastard. The younger brother born once the duke and countess married each other now claimed the heir status, leaving Rufe without a title. Society wouldn’t accept a match between the emperor’s son and a bastard.  
Also, Draylon couldn’t imagine Rufe enduring the endless society balls required of a royal. Dodging scheming mamas and, in some cases, fathers. If you possessed a title, wealth, or both, someone was always willing to connive them from you. 
Draylon would rather fight on the battlefield than in a ballroom, too, but his birthright was inescapable. 
Now, his time had run out. “What would you have done if I’d said yes about Rufe and me?” Many thought Father unreadable. Draylon had learned as a survival tool. 
“Then I would ensure your relationship with the captain didn’t interfere with our plans.”
Our plans? Whose? Definitely not Draylon’s. From the note of caution in his father’s voice, Draylon knew not to push the topic further, whether Father meant to buy Rufe out, marry him off, or dispose of him. All for the greater good, no doubt. 
Hard to miss the thinly veiled threat. If Draylon went against his father’s wishes, he wouldn’t be alone in bearing the punishment.  Married. How could Draylon get married? He squeezed his hands into fists. “Father, he’s a possible traitor! How could you ask this of me?”
“The prince must give up direct claim to the throne. His stepmother and half siblings will come to our high court as insurance for his continued good behavior. You two will marry, and you’ll assume the throne with trusted advisors by your side.”
Spies, in other words. No need to make this too easy for the old man. Draylon would attach conditions of his own. “Rufe must stay here with me.”
Father narrowed his eyes. “Swear to me you’ll not publicly cuckold your groom in the first two years of marriage, until the political situation stabilizes, so the brat has no reason not to cooperate. And never with that bastard Rufe. Do I make myself clear?”
What could Draylon say? 
Father slammed his hand down on the desk. “You’ll not begin your reign with rumors of an affair with a bastard!” Ah, how the man let his prejudices show when riled. A good portion of the nobility were likely bastards. They’d simply learned to hide the truth. 
“I have no intention of Rufe being my lover, as I said.” There would be no negotiating once Father made up his mind. “I agree to your terms. But you want a strong military here. No one is better suited to the task than Rufe. Even your most loyal spies will tell you so.”
For long moments, Father didn’t speak. Finally, he said, “So be it.”
Draylon might as well gain some benefit from his father’s scheming. “When will this wedding take place?”
“Three days from today.”
Not enough time to inform Mother then, let her plan the wedding or have her persuade Father to change his mind. By the time she heard the news, Draylon would be a married man. “Who are my witnesses?” If only he could finagle Mother to be here or postpone the wedding. At least she’d look out for his interests, and even Father knew not to cross her, but the trip from Cormira with an entourage required at least two weeks. 
“Myself, your brother, and your beloved Captain Rufe.” Father wasn’t above fighting dirty. For them, Draylon might play nice.
“My brother? Avestan is here?” A bit of relief chased away Draylon’s panic. Avi would stand up to their father if needed. The heir held a lot more sway than a mere younger son. 
“He is en route and will arrive soon.”
“Very well then. I suppose all I need to do is show up and make my vows.” Draylon didn’t hide the bitterness in his tone. Father had dictated every other aspect of his life, so why not marriage? 
Marriage. Spending his whole life with one person. Draylon shuddered. Spending life with a man who had every right to hate Draylon’s entire family and for whom Draylon could summon no trust.
“The prince will abdicate, and there will be a minor ceremony to prove the union's legitimacy, followed by a modest banquet. Remember that I have plans for your future husband to benefit the greater good.” 
The greater good. Draylon nearly screamed. “King. He’s King Yarif, not a prince.” 
Draylon would spend his life with a stranger he had no intention of knowing better. A scholarly type who’d likely cave to Father’s every whim—to keep his family safe. Yet, there was a fierceness… 
On the other hand, Yarif also appeared ferociously loyal. If only Draylon could win that loyalty for himself. “Rings? Garments?”
“All provided.”
Meaning Draylon wouldn’t even get any choices. “How do we know he’ll agree?”
“If he values his family, he will.”
Which added one more reason for Yarif to hate Draylon. “I will do my duty to my emperor.” And hope I’m not stabbed on my wedding night. “What of succession? We’ll have no heirs.”
“We’ll make a decision when the time comes.”
Draylon knew when to admit defeat. For now. He bowed and turned to leave.
“One more thing, Commander.”
“Yes?” Judging by Father’s sly smile and use of rank, this couldn’t be good.
“I expect you to talk to him and gain his approval. Oh, and inform him he’ll be expected to learn Cormiran.” 
So Father didn’t know about Prince Yarif’s language skills. Draylon recalled how Yarif clutched a hairpin with a wickedly pointed end, barely restrained fury in his eyes.
Damnation. 
Draylon might wind up stabbed before his wedding night.




Chapter Six


“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Yarif would rather stay with the children in their playroom, but he’d been summoned. Not invited. Summoned.  
By an arrogant, uncivilized, sand-for-brains lowlander. 
“We’re fine. Go eat.” Adrina patted Yarif’s side. 
Adrina and Emile thought Yarif merely went to dinner. Yarif couldn’t trouble children with the truth: he’d likely learn his fate tonight. 
And possibly theirs. 
“You look pretty.” Adrina smoothed a hand over Yarif’s tunic. 
Emile sulked, arms folded over his chest. “Men aren’t pretty.” 
Ah, when the little one grew up…
Yarif crouched to be on their level. “She can call me pretty if she wants to. Thank you, Adrina.” He hugged them, holding on, reveling in the feel of them close to him, safe, warm, happy, and with a more trustworthy caregiver.
At last, Yarif could put off the inevitable no more. He rose, sniffing slightly. “You’ll be asleep when I return, but I’ll come to tell you goodnight if it’s not too late.”
The children hugged him one more time. They hadn’t yet shown an interest in talking about their father or mother to Yarif, but they’d had few day-to-day interactions with their parents. 
Please let Yarif be there for them when needed. 
After one final look in the mirror, he plastered on the smile normally reserved for formal dinners, then slipped from the room, pausing in the doorway to observe the twins returning to their play. He smiled more genuinely this time, ignoring the guard standing inside the room. 
The children would be all right as long as they had each other.
And Yarif. 
One guard stepped away from the other side of the door, leaving another. The silent guard fell into step behind Yarif. 
No smiling now. Not when facing the beginning of the end. 
When Yarif reached the bottom of the stairs, he turned to his escort. “I was told to wait here.”
A stranger approached, flanked by guards, a slow smile spreading across his handsome face. Wait! Was that… “Captain Rufe?” Dressed casually, he could pass for a local if not for the dark hair and complexion. He must have stolen clothes from some nobleman’s abandoned quarters. 
Thieves and barbarians. Judging by the cloying cologne—that assaulted just as surely as any sword—Captain Rufe had appropriated Lord Farren’s belongings. Yarif had nothing against the wearing of scents. Marinating in them? Another matter entirely. But at least Captain Rufe didn’t smell of rank sweat like many of the guards. 
“I’m flattered you remembered.” Captain Rufe bowed.
He shouldn’t be flattered. Yarif had cursed him in six languages. The captain straightened; pinched face contrite. “I do apologize, but protocol must be followed.” To his guards, he said, “Gently.”
His two guards approached, patting Yarif down like some common criminal. Rage boiled in Yarif’s blood. After a moment of patting, the two faded back. 
Neither noticed Yarif’s hairpin. 
Captain Rufe offered his arm. Yarif ignored the gesture. The captain took the hint, dropping his arm back to his side. Yarif wasn’t some debutante at a ball who needed escorting to the dance floor. Nor would he pretend he’d agreed to this travesty. 
“Aren’t prisoners normally put into shackles?” Yarif growled. 
“I’m afraid they’d clash with your attire.” Captain Rufe flashed a bit of dimple and gestured down the hallway. 
Yarif crossed his arms over his chest. “Where are we going?”
“It seems our dear commander made a friend in the kitchens who suggested you might like to dine in the rose garden.” Captain Rufe’s attempt at a charming smile did nothing for Yarif. Oh, to have his rapier…
But… a friend? Could he mean May? Yarif must speak with her—loudly. “The rose garden.” A pit opened up in the bottom of his stomach. His mother’s favorite place. Many afternoons they’d spent there, him with toys to play with and she with a book. 
Captain Rufe’s smile fell. “Was she mistaken?”
“No, I love the rose garden.” So, Commander Draylon had spoken to May. How dare these beasts corrupt Mother’s memory by invading her sacred place! How dare May make such a suggestion!
Wasn’t there a God of Revenge for the commander? And a God of Hearth for May? 
The captain’s smile returned. He turned down the hallway, gesturing Yarif ahead of him. Yarif hated exposing his back to someone who might plunge in a knife. His shoulder blades itched. Still, he led the way to his late mother’s garden, three guards trailing behind. The stained-glass door stood open, letting in a breeze, which sent Captain Rufe’s overpowering cologne downwind. 
Commander Draylon rose from a small table. Like the captain, he’d dressed casually in Renvallian style. Whose wardrobe had he plundered? At least he hadn’t doused himself in scented oils. “I’ll take it from here, Rufe.” Commander Draylon extended his hand. “Please, be seated, Your Majesty.”
Your Majesty. The commander acknowledged Yarif’s position, however tenuous. 
How odd to be treated like a guest—or glorified prisoner—in his own home. Yarif sat, as did Commander Draylon. Captain Rufe smiled, coughed into his fist, then turned smartly on his heel and returned into the castle. Two guards remained by the door, along with the third who’d taken it as his personal mission to dog Yarif’s steps. 
Two glasses sat on the table, glinting golden in the fading sunlight, betraying the plan. Wine, dine, then rip Yarif’s world apart. Maybe he’d get lucky and wind up poisoned. 
Only, who’d take care of the children? 
Knots twisted together in Yarif’s stomach. He sipped the wine. Hmm… surprisingly good. “I don’t recognize the vintage.”
“It comes from vineyards in the mountains of Herix.”
“Dry. Not too sweet.” At least the boorish oaf had good taste in wine. Had the wine been taken by force, like Yarif’s home?
The stiff set of Commander Draylon’s shoulders eased. “I like it. I’m more of an ale drinker but have been known to drink wine occasionally.” He tapped out a beat on the tabletop with his fingers. Nervous? Why? 
Although he would be nervous if he knew how many painful deaths Yarif had imagined for him. 
A pair of servants entered the garden, bringing filled plates. Easier that way, Yarif supposed. A last meal. 
Oh. His favorites. Lamb with rosemary roasted potatoes and crusty bread. Too bad he couldn’t possibly eat a bite. He picked at his portion. At least Commander Draylon went through the effort of learning what Yarif liked. Perhaps intending to trade the illusion of kindness for something he wanted. 
Oh, yes. May would be questioned. 
Draylon, for his part, ate with gusto. “This is good. We don’t eat a lot of lamb in Cormir.”
“Oh? What do you eat then?” An innocent enough topic, right, since “Are you going to kill me?” might be considered rude. Easier to pretend a “no” if Yarif didn’t hear the truth. 
“Seafood. Our cook makes lobster so succulent…”
“Lobster?” Yarif had seen one. How could anyone eat such a horrifying creature?
“I’ll have to bring you to Cormir sometime and let you try it.”
Take Yarif to Cormir? Was he to be prisoner there? “I know you brought me here for a reason, Commander. Don’t waste either of our time by dragging this out with useless pleasantries.”
Commander Draylon set down his utensils. “Please. Call me Draylon. Or Dray, as my close friends do.”
“Oh? Am I to be one of your close friends?” Not judging by the way Yarif spat the words. 
Draylon studied Yarif over the rim of his wine glass. So much assessment in that dark gaze. “I hope so.”
Butterflies suddenly danced in Yarif’s stomach. “So I’m not to be wined, dined, and executed?”
Draylon nearly spat a mouthful of wine. A few droplets hit the table. “What? No! Why would you think that?”
Time to get down to business. “Because I’m your enemy’s son. The death of my father and brother makes me king. I’m sure the emperor has no intention of allowing me to rule.”
“Do you want to rule?” The surprise on his face told of Draylon’s doubts. “You said earlier you didn’t want the throne.”
The bluster bled right out of Yarif. “I’d sooner spend an afternoon with my stepmother. In case you’re wondering, that’s a resounding no.”
Draylon swirled the wine in his glass, staring at a point over Yarif’s shoulder. “If you were emperor, what would you do in this case?”
“Other than execute a rival? I’d put someone I trusted on the throne and secure the royal spawn where they could do no harm. Killing would prevent those loyal to the old regime from trying to overthrow the one they saw as a usurper and put a rightful heir on the throne. One they imagined they could manipulate, if possible. However, those loyal to the old king’s family might revolt.”
Draylon slowly lifted his gaze, a wrinkle forming between his brows. “You’ve thought about this.”
Yarif shrugged, running his finger along the rim of his wineglass. “I’ve had nothing else to do lately.” 
“I see. What if I offered you another option?” Draylon studied his fingertips, tapping them against the table once more. 
Here came whatever life-changing decision the emperor had made. “Like what?”
“What if the emperor put a trusted subject on the throne, as you said, but made one of the former king’s heirs a consort?”
“What!” Yarif jumped to his feet, swiping his plate off the table. It landed with a crash on the flagstones. “Adrina is a child, not yet of marriageable age. I won’t have her married off like selling a cow at the market!” No, no, no, no, no! They’d have to kill Yarif first.
Draylon stood, wiping a hand over his face with a grumbled “I’m sorry. I’m handling this badly. The emperor has a million secretaries, advisers, and diplomats, yet he chose me to talk to you.”
“Then you’d better try explaining again.” Yarif paced, trampling bits of potato and broken pottery underfoot. 
“It’s you, all right?”
Yarif stopped pacing. “It’s me, what?” An icy tendril of dread filled the pit of his belly. 
“The emperor has decided to put another on the throne. You’re to be their consort.”
Oh, no, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. Yes, Yarif would be allowed to live, but as a figurehead. Teeth clenched, he growled, “And who, pray tell, would he see on the throne?”
Draylon dropped his voice to a nearly inaudible level. “Me.”
“You?” A commander. A military man. Well, the decision made sense. Install his pet killer, and Emperor Soland would have one less kingdom to worry about. Then the other half of that revelation hit home. “What? Marry you!” Which deity should Yarif blame? 
“Why not me?” Draylon’s tones held menace but couldn’t match Yarif’s anger. 
“You killed my father, for one. I’m not sure about my brother either. How can I marry my father’s killer?”
Draylon braced both hands on the table’s edge. “It was a battle initiated by your father when he sent assassins to Cormir. Assassins I apprehended. When you start a fight, the outcome is not always as you planned. I was victorious. He was not.”
“So you say.” Yarif wanted to slap the righteous indignation off Draylon’s face. “You thought I was a traitor.”
“I’m still not convinced you aren’t.”
What? Why the ignorant… “Oh, deities. You agreed to this nonsense, didn’t you?”
Draylon paused before answering, “I obey my emperor’s commands.” 
Clarity hit with the force of a slap. “You don’t want this marriage any more than I do.” 
Draylon shook his head, lips pursed as though he’d bitten something sour. “I loathe the thought.”
“Why not refuse?”
Draylon rolled his eyes upward, meeting Yarif’s gaze. “One doesn’t simply tell the emperor no.”
Panic closed Yarif’s throat. Breathe, breathe. I must breathe! 
Draylon released a long, put-upon sigh. “Look, Emperor Soland decided you should wed. Whether me or someone else, you cannot escape your fate.”
The end of DiRici rule, for Yarif had no illusions about his role, dragged out at parties to show the people, See, I was kind and merciful to your royal family. His voice came out smaller than intended. “What of my brother and sister?”
“They’ll accompany their mother to Cormira as guests of the emperor.”
Hostages to ensure Yarif played nice. “And if I say no?”
Draylon leaned back in his chair. “Then I don’t know. His Imperial Majesty doesn’t like hearing that word. Saying it? Yes. Hearing it? No.”
“I see.” Yarif reached for his wineglass only to find it, too, now lay in shards on the stone pavers. 
Draylon offered his own newly filled glass. “I’d give you something stronger if I could.” 
Yarif snatched the glass and drained the contents before Draylon could drop his hand. 
Something more substantial wouldn’t have gone amiss. “I’d gladly accept if I could.”
The last vestiges of sunlight showed Draylon’s wry smile. Sincere. Self-deprecating. Not one of those court-practiced things. Maybe he was simply a good actor. 
Resentment crept into Yarif’s reply. “Congratulations. Quite the promotion, from commander to king.” Forget the lives ruined in the process. 
“You probably won’t believe this, but I tried to turn down the title.”
“Oh? What part do you object to? Ruling as king or being saddled with me?” The words tasted bitter and sounded worse. How could this be happening?
“I’m not the firstborn, and my brother has children. My role was never to lead.” This was the closest Draylon had come to claiming kinship with the emperor. “I was trained for war at an early age, and I’d like to think I’m good at it. I worked my way up the ranks. I earned the title ‘commander.’ Men like me don’t make good spouses, leaving at the emperor's whim on a moment’s notice, sometimes gone for months with little guarantee we’ll return. I couldn’t do that to someone. I never intended to marry.”
All that without taking a visible breath. Impressive. “Oh. So it’s nothing personal. How will this play out?” If Yarif couldn’t finagle his way out of the wedding. 
“You’ll have to formally abdicate the throne, I’ll be named king, and we marry.”
After which Yarif’s role would be fulfilled, and few would care if he landed at the bottom of a cliff. He looked up from contemplating the broken plate. Those might as well be his bones. “When would this happen?”
Draylon didn’t answer immediately, allowing far too much time for Yarif to imagine the worst. “In three days.”
“What?” Three days? “I’m not to be given time to mourn, plan, or even think?” Yarif's voice came out shrill, but he couldn’t be bothered to worry who might overhear. “What of my father’s and brother’s funerals? It’s our custom to burn their bodies, releasing their spirits for the gods to judge.” Yarif hadn’t held much stock in some religious customs, but his kin should be given the dignity of a proper sendoff. 
“Their bodies have already been disposed of.”
This time, Yarif screamed, banging his hand on the table. “I wasn’t allowed to be there as their next of kin? His children weren’t allowed to say their goodbyes? Uncouth barbarians! Every last one of you!” What a horrible lack of respect. For all his treachery, Father had been a king. 
Throughout the tirade, Draylon remained quiet, though not looking in Yarif’s direction. “I understand your anger. Believe me, I do, but what I’m offering, what the emperor is offering, is the best possible outcome for you and yours. The emperor doesn’t care whether you like his decision or not.”
Yarif took several deep breaths, letting each out slowly, digging his fingernails into his palms. Stabbing this arrogant bastard to death right now might satisfy revenge, but at the cost of Yarif’s life, and possibly Emile’s and Adrina’s. Yarif needed to take his time and recover from the shock of the unexpected proposal. 
Make plans. 
He couldn’t make plans in his mother’s garden with this savage beast of a Cormiran watching his every move. “I need to think about this.” He fled into the castle so fast his guard had to run to keep up. 
Yarif had said he’d check on the twins, but they’d know something was wrong if he saw them now. 
Several people crossed Yarif’s path. He took no note of any of them, storming past, up the stairs, and into his rooms. He tried to slam the door, but the guard caught it. “Sorry, Your Hi… Your Majesty. I’ve been ordered to stay with you at all times.”
Yarif fumed. The guard flushed, but whether in anger or embarrassment, who could say? He was an older man, perhaps Father’s age…
No. No thinking of Father now. 
Yarif’s gaze landed on the ornate panel hiding the passageway out of the castle. The former governess likely told the soldiers all about its existence.
He engaged the door lock—at least they allowed him that much privacy—ran into his bed chamber and threw himself onto his bed like he hadn’t in years. Married! In three days! Why so suddenly? 
At least the guard didn’t follow him. 
Thoughts and ideas clicked into place. Yarif sat up, propped on his arms behind him. The emperor needed to secure this kingdom, shield the borders against invaders who’d take advantage of the chaos, and return to the capital. 
He could easily establish a garrison here by placing Commander Draylon in charge. What could they want with Yarif? 
Ah. Easier to legitimize a takeover with a puppet to play along. 
The illusion of showing mercy to the family of a traitor. Yarif knew the local language, but then again, so did the commander, but Yarif also knew the people. He had no illusions of being a great leader, but making him consort would keep him in the public eye. Poor Baro had depended on Yarif for business matters. Rather than Draylon spending time and effort to put the pieces together and keep the kingdom viable, Yarif could step right in, knowing full well how things ran.
If Draylon spoke to May, she’d likely disclosed that Yarif would be the brains behind the throne when Baro came to power. While May might be the personification of the Goddess of Motherhood, she couldn’t keep a secret to save her life. 
In the public eye. Renvallians would see Draylon as a foreigner, tolerated at best, despised at worst. Yarif was Renvallian by birth. Plus, as consort, if given the power, he could continue the charitable works started by his mother. 
And he would be given the power. While he didn’t like scheming, one used the tools at hand. From what Draylon had said, he’d never wanted to marry. Perhaps they could have a marriage like Father and Mother’s, where they put on a united front when necessary but otherwise led separate lives. 
No doubt Draylon would take lovers aplenty. To make the illusion work, he must be discreet. The emperor could take Yarif’s stepmother wherever he liked, but the children must stay here, under Yarif’s watchful eyes, learning of their heritage. He’d make that his one inescapable demand.
They wouldn’t go to the temple to learn to be consorts. Nor would they be sold off. 
Yarif revisited an old fantasy from his younger days. A dashing man smiling at him, eyes full of love. The chapel bedecked in summer flowers, even roses from Mother’s garden. People would come from every kingdom in the empire to witness the marriage of Prince Yarif to the mystery man. 
Yarif had dwelled on his fantasy every time Father signed a betrothal contract for him. Some people, even nobles, married for love. Compared to the prior contracts, Commander Draylon came closest to Yarif in age. 
The emperor intended to make Draylon a king. Which only made this union more critical. 
Yarif rose from the bed, returned to the antechamber and the writing desk, and lit the lamp. Quill and ink at hand, he drafted a list of demands. 





Chapter Seven


Rufe slunk from the shadows and settled into the chair vacated by Yarif. To the guards, he said, “You may go now. I think Draylon and I can take care of ourselves.” Once they’d left, Rufe told Draylon, “I’m glad to see you’re still the same silver-tongued charmer as always, Dray.” He tilted his head to one side. “No, wait. That would be me. You’re the guy who finds someone in his bed and wonders how he managed to make a conquest… Until the guy wakes up, expecting to see me.” Rufe grinned.  
“That only happened once, and I hadn’t touched him. He was too drunk.” Draylon scowled, slouching into his chair. “But you’ve got a point. Maybe I should’ve gotten you to do the talking.” He wrinkled his nose. “You smell like a brothel!”
Rufe sighed. “I had no suitable clothes for traipsing around castles. Those I borrowed were already liberally doused.”
“Did a cook by the name of May procure them for you?”
“How did you know?”
“Trust me, Rufe, you want to stay on that woman’s good side.” Draylon wrinkled his nose again. “Right now, I think she’s not too happy with you. Not that I object to someone to commiserate with, but what are you doing here?” 
“I wouldn’t dare miss watching the most awkward proposal in the history of awkward proposals. You could have told him he had nice eyes, a pleasant voice, or a throbbing endowment worthy of a king’s personal scrutiny. Or something like that. Stroke his ego a bit.”
“Please tell me you placed no bets on the outcome.” The last thing Draylon needed was for word of his humiliation to reach the troops.
“Would I do that?” Rufe batted his long eyelashes. 
Draylon rolled his eyes. “Um… yes. That was awful.”
“Yes, it was, but you don’t have a knife sticking from your chest, so I say you could have done worse.”
“This isn’t a love match,” Draylon grumbled, “and I won’t pretend otherwise.” While he had no illusions of marrying for love and hadn’t known what to expect, Yarif’s sudden departure left Draylon—sad. 
Sympathetic but sad. Why? Neither one wanted this. Maybe they could console each other. 
Rufe refilled the single remaining wine glass and took a sip. “If you’re going to have to do this anyway, why not make the most of it? He’s gorgeous, has the breeding of a man fit to bring home to Mother, and he’s been raised to be a consort.” Rufe waggled his brows. “Sounds like fun.”
“What are you talking about?” While Draylon loved Rufe as a true friend, sometimes he imagined his hands wrapped around the asshole’s neck.
“Ah, if you don’t know about local customs pertaining to consorts, I won’t ruin the surprise.” 
“I’m sorry you had to find out about the marriage plans the way you did. I didn’t have time to talk to you privately.” Which likely happened by the design of the emperor. 
Rufe made a dismissive gesture with the wineglass. “The great emperor spoke, leaving you no choice but to do his bidding. Have I ever told you how grateful I am that you were born into the imperial family, not me?”
Despite all his efforts not to smile, Draylon finally succumbed to the urge. “I believe this is the second time this week.”
“Ah, yeah, right. I mean it more with each telling. Now…” Rufe sat the wineglass on the table. “What do you intend to do?”
“What can I do? Get married, try to run a kingdom, and hope I don’t do either too badly.” Hope he’s not a traitor. Hope he doesn’t knife me in my sleep. 
Rufe snorted. “Oh, come on, now. You’re one hell of a soldier, clean up nicely, and aren’t the worst I’ve had in bed.”
“Okay, silver-tongued charmer, I think you’ve lost your touch because those are some of the worst compliments I’ve ever heard come out of your mouth—and I’ve heard plenty.” 
“All I’m saying is, this country and that man could do much worse. I’ve known you most of my life and have drunk heavily lately. I think the two are related.” Rufe paused for more wine. “Anyway, whatever you commit to, you give your all. You can be a fantastic king and a good husband. Under the circumstances, you two might never fall in love and become the stuff of bards’ songs, but you can manage to tolerate each other. Because you’re not expected to have heirs yourselves, once you get the marriage consummation over with, you never have to see each other naked again if you don’t want.” He smirked. “I mean, who’d want a brute like you, scarred and with at least a decade over the mere slip of a boy?”
“He’s twenty-two. I’m thirty. And you did want to see this, once.” Draylon waved a hand, indicating his body. Though in hindsight, what had it been? Six months? Which told its own tale about how important sex was to their relationship. 
“With that thought in mind,” Rufe began, with all the ceremony of an important announcement, “I must tell you in case you haven’t figured it out already. Our dalliances are now at an end. I’d hoped for one more time for old times’ sake, but you’re a betrothed man now.”
Wow! Pretty unbelievable considering the source. “Betrothals never stopped you before. Or even slowed you down.”
“True, but this is you and me.” Rufe cupped Draylon’s cheek in one hand, bringing their foreheads together. “You can find happiness, even in this, if you let yourself. He seems a reasonable man. For anything to build between you, I must step away.”
“But—” The finality felt like losing a friend. 
Rufe placed a finger over Draylon’s lips. “I’ll love you always and forever watch your back, but let’s face facts. You’re too much of a brother to me. Things were starting to get… awkward. Though standing next to you always gets me called ‘the pretty one.’” He flashed a cheeky grin and settled back in his chair again.  
Maybe Draylon wouldn’t lose Rufe’s friendship after all.
“Not to mention, I have this, meaning no self-respecting noble wants me in the family. Certainly not your father.” Rufe displayed the dark ink on his arm, mood sobering. He spoke in mocking tones. “For the sin of being captured by an enemy and reclaimed, I now bear the mark of shame. No one will ever fully trust me again when the enemy could have planted thoughts into my head, strange commands for me to carry out at some future time.” He let out a sigh. “You should have left me there to die.”
Draylon knew the answer before asking, “Would you have left me?” He’d gladly save Rufe from the stigma though. 
Sheer horror filled Rufe’s eyes. “Never! You are my prince. Speaking of, does your intended even realize you’re the emperor’s son and not just some random officer who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
Did he? “I… I’m not sure. Unlike my brother, I’m not talked about much, and the goddesses know Father has enough bastards running about. I’ve even served with a few. Perhaps Yarif thinks I’m a bastard Father intends to make use of.”
“In more ways than one. Speaking as a bastard myself”—Rufe splayed a hand over his chest— “I think you’d make a fine addition to our ranks.” He lifted the wineglass in a toast. 
Draylon scowled. “Life would have been much easier for me. Regardless of bloodlines, you’ve been my greatest ally. Kingdoms conquer each other. Who’s to say Cormir won’t end like Renvalle someday, with my family shunned and reviled? Of all the people I know, you’re the only one I’d count on to stick beside me.”
Rufe took a not-considered-proper-in-polite-society gulp of wine. “Is that a nice way of calling me stubborn?”
Draylon’s laugh eased some of the tension. “Maybe. While the path laid out for me isn’t of my choosing, I’d hoped you’d travel it with me.”
Rufe shook his head. “No, I can’t continue as we are. It’s not fair to you, me, or your future husband.”
“This has nothing to do with a certain red-haired lieutenant, does it?”
The grin Rufe had been fighting broke free. “We don’t see each other anymore, but I’ve developed quite the taste for redheads. I’m in the market for a few more. If you know of any, please send them my way.”
Rufe would never admit to falling in love.  Draylon would rejoice if that happened, though. The guy deserved to be happy. “I’ve demanded of Father that you stay here with me; help me establish a garrison.”
Rufe blinked in surprise. “Me?”
“I can think of no one better. Besides, I’ll need all the friends I can muster.”
“True, being such an unlikeable fellow and all. You have yourself a deal.”
Draylon dropped the lid of one eye in a saucy wink. “There are also plenty of redheads in this part of the empire.”
Rufe smirked. “So I’ve noticed.”
The next part came easier, knowing where Rufe's heart lay. “I have a favor to ask.”
Rufe pursed his lips in a moue of distaste. “No. I told you I’d never again pretend to be you after how horribly things went last time.”
How like Rufe to make jokes when the conversation grew too serious. “I want you at the altar with me when I exchange vows.”
“You want… me?” Rufe pointed to himself. “Isn’t it bad form to have a former lover at your wedding?”
“Were we ever lovers? Seems to me we fought more than we fucked.”
“True, but there’s fun to be had there if done correctly.” Rufe cocked his head to the side, resting a fingertip on his lower lip, the perfect image of being deep in thought. “As for being lovers? No. I think we were each other’s second choice when whatever sailor, barmaid, scullery maid, minor noble—”
“Make your point.”
“We got together when we were too drunk to go out and find somebody else, or whoever we pursued turned us down.”
Which explained their sexual relationship quite well. Except for the times they’d lain in each other’s arms simply for comfort. Fun, full of comradery, but never love, except for love as a friend. “Then you’ve no objection to standing with me.”
“Put that way, I’d be honored.” Rufe locked gazes with Draylon, dropping all playfulness from his voice. “You know full well I’ll do whatever you need of me.”
Draylon’s heart warmed. “Yes, I do.”
“When does the big event take place?”
“In three days.” 
“Oh, dear.”
“What do you mean?”
“Three days isn’t nearly enough time to get roaringly drunk and swear like sailors about your twice-cursed father’s machinations.” Rufe lifted the wine glass once more. “But we can sure try.”
“Oh, I have another favor.”
“Yes?”
“Please don’t wear those clothes. They reek.”





Chapter Eight


“Commander, there’s someone here to see you.” The barely restrained mirth on Rufe’s face didn’t bode well. 
Draylon glanced up from a ledger he’d yet to make sense of. At least the overbearing scent of cologne didn’t beat Rufe into the room today. “Who?”
“Prince… I mean, King Yarif. Should I punish the guards who watch him with too much appreciation in their eyes?” Rufe cocked his head in a thoughtful pose. “I’d have to start with myself. I mean, if he was a redhead…”
Draylon’s heart hammered even as he scowled at his oldest friend. Until he’d proven himself otherwise, Yarif was the enemy. “Send him in. And have a servant bring tea.”
“As you wish, my esteemed commander.” Rufe ushered Yarif inside the door to the second-floor office Draylon had commandeered. 
Nerves made Draylon clench his fingers in his lap, out of sight of Yarif. He needed this man’s cooperation, and the emperor expected to hear of an agreement. Glancing up, Draylon nearly drowned in a pair of deep blue eyes. A suddenly dry mouth made talking difficult. “Your Majesty. Please be seated. To what do I owe this honor?” 
Yarif showed nothing on his face of what he might be thinking. He sank into the padded chair opposite Draylon more gracefully than anyone had the right. “I’ll get straight to the point, shall I?”
“By all means.” Draylon forced himself to appear relaxed while worry twisted his insides. If Yarif said no, the consequences for them both might prove dire.  
Yarif showed no timidity, back straight, head high, hands resting on the chair arms betraying no trembling. “I’m to abdicate the throne, renounce my family’s ancient right to rule Renvalle and surrender my freedom to marry you. It seems to me, with all I’m giving up, I have a right to make a few demands.”
This could prove interesting. “What do you have in mind?” Did Yarif have lovers he wished to keep? Draylon had never considered the possibility until now. 
“I know I’m being kept alive in the hopes those loyal to my father will be appeased and not revolt. I’m also aware I knew more about the running of this kingdom at age ten than you can ever hope to in your lifetime.”
Yarif deeply underestimated Draylon’s learning abilities but made a good point. Why not take advantage of someone else’s experience? Tedious day-to-day operations, placating supplicants, and managing state affairs didn’t appeal to someone taught to run military campaigns involving men of war, not men who played games with words. “Go on.”
“I know my worth. To get all I have to offer, you’ll have to make… concessions.”
Father would likely dismiss all demands on principle to put Yarif in his place. Draylon was not his father. “What kind of concessions?”
“First, the children stay here with me. Their mother is practically a stranger, and the rumor is no winter could rival her coldness. I’d have them raised with care and affection.”
The emperor mentioned taking them to court to ensure Yarif’s cooperation, but that might work just as well here. “I’m not promising anything, but I will take your suggestions to the emperor.”
“They’re not suggestions. They’re demands.” Yarif crossed his arms over his chest. He’d dressed to impress today in a soft white tunic, heavily embroidered as per local customs, his hair falling loose around his shoulders. No doubt he knew full well how to gain an advantage. 
Even his scowl was beautiful.
The better to lure in unsuspecting prey. 
No wonder the guards stared after him. “Anything else?”
“The people of Renvalle are to be cared for and not harassed by your soldiers. Tales have reached my ears about rapes, murders—”
“The perpetrators have been dealt with.”
“A talking-to and praise for their prowess?” The raised eyebrow and sneering did not suit Yarif’s face. 
“No. They’ve been executed. We don’t allow our troops to terrorize civilians.”
Yarif’s eyes went wide. “You… killed a soldier for attacking our citizens?”
Draylon rested his elbows on the desk, showing himself open to the conversation instead of Yarif’s closed-off stance. “Yes. Seven, thus far. And I’d do so again if necessary. Any more demands?”
Yarif’s demeanor softened, though he didn’t stop hugging himself. “While I am fully aware this is not a love match, I expect to be treated respectfully.”
Draylon gave a curt nod. “That I can promise you now.”
“The twins cannot enter a betrothal contract without my consent.”
“Don’t you think their consent is more important?” How repugnant to force a man or woman to spend a lifetime with someone abusive and hateful. Many of Draylon’s acquaintances had suffered such a fate. 
“The same thing, for I’d never give my consent without theirs,” Yarif snapped. Oh, feisty. Would Yarif apply such passion to other aspects of life?
“What if they give theirs without you when they’re of age? Is it not their choice?” 
Yarif stayed silent for a few moments before giving a decisive nod. “Until they come of age, then.”
“I’ll bring that desire before the emperor too. Anything else?”
“A reasonable allowance for myself and the children.”
Draylon inclined his head. “Of course. Next request?”
Yarif lifted his chin. “Demand, not request.”
“I stand corrected.” Had Rufe not left the room, he’d be laughing his head off, muttering something like “You’ll have your hands full with this one!” 
“Are you given to excessive drink?” Yarif liked wine in moderation, according to the household staff, but never in excess. 
“No.” Draylon preferred a clear head unless out with trusted friends. 
“Have you ever hit a romantic partner?” Interesting that Yarif should ask such a question. 
“No.” Draylon wouldn’t count roughhousing with Rufe, who’d given as good as he’d gotten.
“I will not tolerate being beaten or you abusing the servants. If you ever touch the children, you won’t live to see daylight. I ask for the servants to retain their positions with the same wages. Or better yet, raise their pay. Father was a bit stingy. Furthermore, anything personal belonging to myself or the twins cannot be taken from us. Including our horses.”
“Done. Tell me which horses.”
“The stablemaster knows.” Yarif blinked hard. Had he really believed Draylon so arrogant as to deny reasonable requests? Well, yes, he had. “I expect you to be discreet with your lovers. I won’t have our rule tarnished by inappropriate behavior.”
Discreet? So, Yarif expected Draylon to have lovers. “I don’t foresee any problems there.”
Yarif continued his list without prompting, voice more confident now. “When we’re in public, I expect to be treated as a beloved consort.”
How, exactly, did one treat a beloved consort? Father gifted mother with jewelry. “What about you?”
Yarif blinked owlishly. “What do you mean?”
“Do you promise the same to me? Respect? No abuse?”
Yarif barked out a laugh. “Me? Abuse you? You’re a trained warrior.”
“As are you. Your methods might differ from mine, but Rufe has told me what happened the day the kingdom was captured. You held off several well-trained soldiers. I’d like you to show me your method of fighting.”
Yarif hung his head. He must have expected Draylon to be unyielding. Closing in on himself, voice small, Yarif said, “Yes.”
“Yes, what?”
After taking a deep breath, Yarif ended life as Draylon knew it. “I promise all the things you ask that are mine to give. I will use my knowledge and training to benefit m… our kingdom, whether fighting or bookkeeping.”
Too easy. Time would tell if Yarif kept his word. Draylon paused a moment before murmuring, “I have one more thing to ask.”
Yarif lifted his head, resignation clear in his slumped shoulders, slight frown, and tired eyes. “Is there anything else I could possibly give? I’m already giving you myself.” Based on his haggard expression, Yarif probably hadn’t slept at all last night. Draylon sure hadn’t.
“It’s a small thing really, but very important. Never, ever, under any circumstances use the expression ‘for the greater good.’”
[image: image-placeholder]The emperor kept Draylon waiting, a tactic long used for maximum discomfort. How Draylon hated the little games. 
After enough time for him to grow extremely bored, a secretary ushered him into the former king’s office. Draylon supposed it would be his office soon unless he chose to retain the one he’d already commandeered, which might be the best idea. He had no desire to go through all the scrolls and documents lying around like a spoiled child’s toys. Best to just lock the door and pretend this room didn’t exist. Possibly, even with his father inside. 
But no. He’d set Lieutenant Sompera to the task, along with Yarif, should he prove willing. 
Draylon stood at attention, dressed in abbreviated armor today. Better to be a commander rather than a prince. This wasn’t a friendly visit. Then again, few to the emperor’s presence were. 
No one but Father was in the office. He’d been alone and could have seen Draylon at any time. 
“Ah, Commander Draylon. To what do I owe this honor?” The touch of reprimand in Father’s voice didn’t bode well. “I trust you delivered my message to the prince.”
“The king,” Draylon corrected. “Yes, I did.” He tried one more time to make his father see reason. “I do not want this marriage.”
“I know.” Father said nothing more, simply staring at Draylon expectantly. “You were saying about your pri… king.”
No getting out of matrimony, then.  “He agreed under a few conditions.” 
Father scowled. “He’s in no position to set conditions.”
“The only things not directed at me are his wish for the young prince and princess to remain here and to approve any betrothals made on their behalf.”
“Nothing more?”
“That’s all not directly in my power to give.” Draylon felt no need to discuss his own promises to Yarif. As conditions went, they weren’t unreasonable.   
“I see.” Father stared long enough to make Draylon want to fidget. “Did he say why he wished them to remain here?”
“He doubts the queen’s abilities to see to their wellbeing.”
“Hmm… Without children underfoot I could negotiate a better contract for her.”
Contract? “Father! She’s a widow. Please tell me you’re not considering using her to seal some agreement. For pity’s sake. She’s in mourning!” So like Father! He’d likely send the beautiful noblewoman to some backwoods estate to gain concessions from the landowner. 
“It’s for the greater good, and she’s not your problem. She’s mine. Yerf agreed to abdicate and to the marriage?”
“Yarif. And yes, he agreed.” Draylon clenched his jaw. Father seemed to swell with each spiteful dig, taking people doing his bidding as sustenance, pretending he couldn’t be bothered with getting names right. 
Whoa be to him who underestimated Emperor Soland Aravaid.
Father stared thoughtfully out the window at a day promising to be gray and rainy. “Tell your pri… king, we agree to his terms. That will be all.”
Five minutes. For which Father made Draylon wait at least an hour. “As Your Imperial Majesty wishes.” Draylon didn’t leave the office. Father’s mood seemed neither good nor bad. While posing the question on one of the man’s good days boded better for success, Draylon needed to act soon.
“Is there something else you wish to say?” The words held a note of challenge. 
Draylon forged ahead. “As I’ll be stepping down as commander, I recommend Captain Rufe Ferund as my replacement.”
Father’s face purpled, his hands fisting on the desk. “A bastard and a possible enemy? You know anyone allowed to return after abduction is likely sent here as a spy.”
Rufe hadn’t been allowed to return. Draylon and his forces killed twenty Craician soldiers to gain Rufe’s freedom. “That happened once, generations ago, and the responsible kingdom is now part of the empire. It’s not likely to happen again. Herix is too fond of our protection.” 
Father waved a hand, dismissing the objections. “I’ve already picked a candidate.” He appeared far too smug. 
Dread pooled in Draylon’s stomach. “Who?”
“Captain Illa Trandores.”
A person Draylon would never even consider. “The butcher? I thought she’d been dismissed for unnecessary brutality.” Draylon signed the order himself. 
“She has her uses and gets the job done, no matter how messily. This new garrison will need a strong hand. I’ll allow Captain Rufe to remain but make no mistake. Illa will be in command.”
Oh, great. Not only did Draylon have a kingdom to run, but he’d also be hard-pressed to keep his word to Yarif. While the army’s rules didn’t allow for barbarous acts toward civilians, Captain Trandores believed herself above any laws but her own and the emperor’s, whose ass she kissed. 
Rufe was to be used as leverage. While Draylon wouldn’t wish harm on his father, he lived for the day his brother Avestan took the throne. 
If either of the younger Aravaids lived long enough. 




Chapter Nine


When in search of distractions, nothing beat ledgers. Plus, few would search for Yarif in his office, otherwise known to one and all as the dragon’s lair. Especially after he’d run the emperor’s people out. If rumors continued, he’d soon be said to spout fire and eat miscreants for breakfast.  
A rumor he’d do his best to cultivate.
An understanding, forgiving man by nature—usually—all bets were off if one meddled with Yarif’s recordkeeping. At least the interlopers hadn’t returned, though Yarif still labored to repair their harm. 
Sadly, his usual assistant fled days before the battle for Renvalle Castle, so there was no pleasant company to occupy the time. The children were at their schoolwork, leaving a visit out of the question. 
So here he was in his office, before breakfast. 
The secretary Draylon assigned to Yarif preferred to sleep in a chair by the wall rather than work, which suited Yarif, and the guard waited outside the door. 
What Yarif wouldn’t give for a few moments alone—or rather, truly alone. Here he sat with a cup of tea and missives from far-flung villages in the kingdom. He returned to his discarded inventories while his new “secretary” emitted a snore. 
One report showed inventory far below typical levels for this time of year. The kingdom wasn’t experiencing drought or famine. There should be plenty of stores. 
The first missive gave troubling news: the storehouse had been raided on the route between Cormira and Renvalle, rations for the emperor’s soldiers. They’d been hungry. Crops not destroyed by the battle and siegeworks looked plentiful this year, so there would be some time to replace the missing supplies. Wheat could be replaced by surpluses from other villages. 
None should go hungry this winter unless the emperor chose to punish the villagers for their king’s treachery. 
No. He might not have much power, but Yarif could leverage more demands from his soon-to-be husband and king.  
Or kill him in his sleep. Yarif could run the kingdom for months without Draylon’s input. What kind of leader would Draylon be anyway, a man more used to fighting wars than negotiating peace? 
Three villages to the north, between Renvalle Castle and the Delletina border, should have ample supplies to share. 
But wait! What was this missive from a village magistrate? Granaries raided? Missing livestock? In far more significant amounts than the emperor’s troops required. 
Quantities had been left, enough to last through two seasons if rationed, so not raiders intent on reselling stolen goods and taking everything possible. They wouldn’t bother to ensure the village survived, and they’d have also pillaged. 
Delletina’s last harvests were likely as ample as Renvalle’s, so they’d no need to steal. They hadn’t thieved significantly from their southern neighbor since before his birth, to Yarif’s knowledge, though there was no curtailing the occasional illegal trades. Trying to stop commerce between villages along the border only resulted in more cunning villagers. 
If Draylon intended to be king, Yarif should bring this matter to his attention. Someone must be sent to investigate. Were the emperor’s troops amassing to the north? For what purpose? The emperor’s modest force had easily overthrown Renvalle. 
Another report caught Yarif’s eye. And another. As soon as this cursed wedding business was over, one of his first acts as official king consort would be demanding his husband take action. Draylon wouldn’t be getting an easy mate. Yarif intended to serve in the same capacity he had for poor Baro. The kingdom would not suffer. 
Even if Yarif occasionally raised his voice to make a point. 
Maybe war would keep Draylon away, or he’d find other methods to amuse himself, leaving Yarif to take care of the kingdom. 
He sighed, slumping down into his chair. All the wishing in the world wouldn’t change fate. He’d marry the man chosen by the emperor. Unlike the other betrothals, this one stood a chance of making it to the altar. Yarif had never asked, and Baro had never told precisely how those betrothals were voided. Assassins? Poison? 
Likely poison, as no word reached the castle of the betrothed having been obviously murdered. Baro might not have excelled at reading, but he ranked right up there with Father in the treachery department. 
One possible reason why Baro never married. 
Yarif made notes, reorganized files, and otherwise performed regular duties. A stack of correspondence for Baro sat untouched. Most were invitations or requests. Yarif scanned them, ensuring no mention of Delletina or Craice, but couldn’t bring himself to read them thoroughly at the moment. Baro would no longer accept invitations, and who knew what happened to the prospective hosts?
He opened the book listing the country’s nobility with great trepidation. So many names, several crossed out years ago, some recently recorded—he crossed out a few more. 
Death. So much death. He snapped the book closed, burying his face in his hands. This was his life now. Followed by guards, never allowed a moment alone, waking every morning wondering if today would be his last. 
Worrying for the children. 
Leaving the sleeping secretary where he lay, Yarif strolled into the hallway toward his rooms, ignoring the guards shadowing him. He’d never needed guards before unless he’d left the castle. Perhaps he should put them to use as practice partners. But no. He might need his skills at some point. 
Against them. Let them be surprised. 
“I’m not to be disturbed,” he announced as he stepped into his rooms, slamming the door in the guards’ faces. The door opened, and the guard Yarif privately called “the appendage” stepped inside, assuming his habitual post by the door. 
Yarif left him there, strolling into his bedchamber. Glancing over his shoulder to ensure he didn’t have an audience, he stripped down to his small clothes. He found his specially made loose white trousers in a compartment under the window seat. Too bad his teacher wasn’t here. There was so much more to learn and no one to continue the methods Captain Unger taught.
Captain Unger, the last of a cult of Verlander assassins—saved from death and given a new assignment by Yarif’s mother.  
Yarif stared longingly at the empty stand where he kept his rapier. Another matter to bring up to the commander: the return of his weapons. At least he still had several knives carefully hidden in the secret staircase. 
No one had yet commented on the emptiness of his sitting room and how what furniture he kept sat pushed against the wall. 
He peeked out, ensuring his guard waited in the antechamber. Nothing to be done if the man saw more than intended. Yarif’s restlessness needed an outlet, or Adrina wouldn’t be the only one needing a lecture on not antagonizing the uncivilized Cormirans. 
Yarif bent at the waist, touching his bare toes, then grasped his instep, extending and retracting first one leg, then the other, fully to the side. He moved from stretches to lunges. 
Granted, actual battle situations left no time for warmups. Still, he didn’t intend to explain strained muscles occurring before the wedding night. 
The wedding night. Lying naked and vulnerable with a man he barely knew. Then again, not much different from his previous sexual experiences. 
Only, those partners were sworn to instruct him, not be actual lovers. 
Shivers ran through him at the thought of what hid beneath Draylon’s clothes. Would he have scars? Tattoos? How big was his cock? Would he be gentle or forceful? 
Then a horrifying thought hit. What if Draylon proved to be cold or cruel? Yarif would spend the rest of his life longing for a caring lover he’d never have. A loveless marriage, like his own parents’—at least on his father’s part.
Best not to dwell on such matters. There was still time to find a way to escape with the children or for the warrior of Yarif’s dreams to come save him. 
He snorted. If he genuinely needed saving, he’d save himself. 
A gleaming candlestick came close in size to the rapier’s hilt. At least his rooms hadn’t been pillaged yet. He grasped the silver tightly, making experimental swipes. Yes. It would have to do. 
Extending the candlestick like a blade, he thrust, parried, spun, then parried again, imagining his mentor, Captain Unger. Watch your footwork, Yari! Never expose your back!
Unger hadn’t been a large man, which suited the former assassin, his lithe body honed by vigorous exercise. Yarif once watched him scale a tower wall with only hands and bare feet. 
Yarif stepped into the exquisite rhythm of parry-thrust-whirl, imagining Unger’s graceful movements. In his mind, Yarif fought Commander Draylon, Captain Rufe, and even the emperor himself, bringing them each to their knees. Even in his imagination, the satisfaction of defeating his foes lifted Yarif’s mood. 
He didn’t try many rolls, as bruises might be noticed by his husband. Maybe if he extinguished the lanterns on the wedding night. But no. Yarif could leave off part of his routine this once. 
The joys of his body grew overwhelming, the precise way his muscles worked, the sweat slicking his skin. How his chest expanded and deflated with his breathing. 
“Your body is a weapon,” he heard Unger say. 
Yarif darted toward the wall, keeping momentum and running several feet up the side before throwing his weight backward, flipping, and landing again. 
Slow clapping sounded to the left. He whirled, candlestick outstretched. Oh, how ridiculous he must look. He shoved the shiny bit of silver behind his back. “What are you doing in my rooms?” The words didn’t come out as strongly as he’d hoped because the exertion left him breathless. 
Draylon leaned against the doorframe. “Your guard was… concerned about your behavior.”
Ah, yes. Time to rethink room security. “You could have knocked.”
“I did. Several times.”
Yarif must’ve been caught up in his practice.
“Very impressive moves, by the way, and of a style I’m unfamiliar with.” An amused smile tugged at Draylon’s lips as he ran his eyes over Yarif’s body, though it did little to dispel his usual gruff demeanor. 
What? Oh! Yarif dashed into his bedchamber and wrapped himself in a dressing gown. His face flamed. Here he’d been nearly naked, the thin cotton fabric of his trousers sticking to his legs and ass, made transparent by sweat. 
The mere thought of Draylon of the powerful body seeing Yarif undressed set butterflies fluttering in his stomach. Or birds of prey. Either way, they wanted out. 
Yarif re-entered the room with all the dignity he could muster and settled on his favorite chair. He waved a hand in what he hoped passed for an idle gesture since the stubborn oaf didn’t seem inclined to go away. 
“What style of fighting were you practicing?” Draylon asked before he’d even sat down. 
Yarif couldn’t tell the truth, that the injured man villagers found in a field turned out to be a trained assassin from an enemy kingdom, who swore an oath to Yarif’s mother. “My tutor died of a fever just last year.” Please let that be enough information to satisfy Draylon’s curiosity. 
“I’m sorry.” 
Yarif glanced sharply at Draylon. “Why? You didn’t know him.”
“But you did.” Draylon kept his voice low. “He mattered to you.”
“Yes. He did matter.” Empathy? Really? A barbarian who acknowledged another’s pain? It must be some kind of trick. 
Expression somber, Draylon said, “This must be hard for you. You’ve lost so much, yet you don’t seem overly bitter. I’ve known people who’ve had a far easier life yet spent their days pitying themselves.”
“Pitying myself? When so many others depend on me? How could I be so selfish?” 
“Could you teach me some of those moves one day?”
Odd for a warrior to ask for teaching from a man who’d never been to battle. Yarif shook his head. “Your sword would be too heavy. You’d need a thin blade.”
“Like yours?”
“Yes. Which is why I practice with a candlestick.” Once more, heat raced to Yarif’s face. Silence hung between them.
Draylon nodded. “Once you’re officially named king consort, I’ll see to it your sword is returned.”
“Rapier. It’s called a rapier. I learned to fight with a rapier and by how I move my body.” Best not to reveal his skill with knives—at least not yet, though the ones the guards took from him might’ve provided a hint.  
“I’d love to learn, but only if you agree.”
Really? “You could always force me to teach you.” Yarif narrowed his eyes. “You have that power over me.”
“Just because I have the perceived power doesn’t mean I’ll use it. Besides, you’re far from helpless.”
“I’m not a powerful warrior like you.” Power comes in many forms, Captain Unger often said. 
“Tell me. Have you ever killed a man?” Draylon’s question wasn’t a challenge, sounding merely curious. 
Should Yarif confess? Let the truth serve as a warning. What punishment could Draylon possibly mete out now? “Yes, I have.”
Draylon’s eyebrows shot for his hairline. “You have?”
“Don’t act so surprised. Two men tried to take the twins as they played in the garden. I defended them.” 
“With your sword… rapier, whatever?”
With knives, actually, but Yarif wasn’t ready to share such information yet. However, a blade was a blade. “Yes.”
“I’m impressed. So, will you teach me?”
Yarif should refuse on principle alone. Possibly the words were meant as insincere flattery. “I’ll consider your request.”
“What are those strange trousers you’re wearing?”
“Traditional practice garments that don’t restrict movement, but they're loose enough for my mentor to have seen imperfections in my stance. We’ll have to have some made for you—if I agree to teach you, that is. You’ll need a rapier too. You can sometimes find them at an arms seller’s booth at the market.” Yarif would have to look for one if and when he could freely explore the city again. He wasn’t about to surrender his ancestral sword, and Captain Unger had made Yarif swear to only give Unger’s rapier to someone worthy. 
Draylon sketched a sweeping bow. “I’d be honored.” 
Memories of the morning’s discoveries prodded Yarif’s mind. This impromptu visit might work to his advantage. “While you’re here, I’d like to discuss something.”
“Yes? More demands?” Draylon quirked an eyebrow. 
“Something like that. Some of our more remote villages have reported raids on their grain stores. Sheep and cattle are also disappearing. I assume they were taken by Cormiran troops.” Yarif lowered his chin, looking up through his lashes. “The people work hard. They don’t deserve to starve.”
“Make a list. I’ll make reparations if the army commandeered them.”
Really? Usually, the soldiers took what they wanted in the emperor’s name, leaving just enough for the villagers to barely get by. “Why concern yourself with Renvallians?”
“Because they’re my people now too.” Draylon met and held Yarif’s gaze. “Even if they weren’t, they’re citizens of the Cormiran Empire. I’m sworn to take care of them.”
Yarif stared at Draylon for several long moments, finding no sign of sarcasm. If Draylon seriously wanted the best for Renvalle’s people, Yarif could work with that. “Missing supplies are happening more and more along our border with Delletina.” Let Draylon interpret the details for himself before Yarif spoke his suspicions aloud. 
Draylon ceased his perusal of the nearly bare room to refocus on Yarif. “Cormir hasn’t had many dealings with Delletina since they refused an invitation to join the empire two centuries ago—unequivocally, I might add. Do they often make raids?”
Yarif shook his head. “Not since before my birth, that I’m aware of. We’ve enjoyed a few good harvests. Their farming conditions are similar to ours, so they shouldn’t need more.” Was now the time to meet Draylon halfway, providing information? Yarif only repeated what Draylon already knew. Mostly. “I’m told my father planned to kill the emperor, wrest Renvalle from the empire, and possibly align with one of our neighbors, but neither he nor Baro gave me details. There were a few visitors to the castle but none from Delletina that I was aware of.”
“There were attempts on the emperor’s life as well as Crown Prince Avestan’s. I apprehended and questioned the assassins myself. They provided enough information to clearly implicate your father. While he stood no chance of taking the imperial throne, the deaths would have cast the empire into turmoil, leaving Herix and Draige vulnerable to attack. Possibly Glendor, as well.” 
Certain requisitions came to mind for additional weapons, armor, and horses. Could the missing stores have been taken in preparation for war? 
There went Yarif’s last hope of clearing the DiRici name. Even so, better to be sure. The stores could have been taken by someone else. “I’d like to send someone to investigate.”
“That’s not a demand. That’s doing your job.” Draylon took Yarif’s hand. “You care about your people. That much is clear. And admirable. I’ll strive to live up to your expectations and not make this situation even more uncomfortable.”
Draylon's warm grip caused squirming sensations in Yarif's stomach. Yarif should let go, yet couldn't bring himself to. “May I ask you something?” What possessed him to ask, he’d never know. 
“I’ll answer as honestly as I can.” Those deep brown eyes… 
Yarif had to look away. “I grew up knowing I’d be a consort to a lord or lady. I was never asked my preference. Is it the same for you? Are you taking a male consort because of the emperor’s plans, or is that what you would have chosen for yourself?” Draylon having children with a mistress could complicate the relationship. Many such mistresses solved the consort problem by ending the consort and taking their place. 
Draylon rolled his broad shoulders. “I wasn’t asked, but my preferences for male company are known.”
Such a relief. “That’s good. The thought of being with a man who is repulsed by me…” Yarif let the thought trail off. 
Draylon gave a bittersweet smile. “I find it hard to believe anyone could be repulsed by you. But the same goes. I know you don’t want this marriage, but will marriage to a man compound your discomfort?”
“Like you, I prefer men. You’re the only person besides my brothers, sister, and mother to ever be concerned with my wants and needs.” 
Draylon raised one brow. “Even as the man who killed your father?”
Something Yarif tried to put from his mind to preserve his sanity. “I’m not sure how I feel about his death, but believe your telling of how he died. For the time being, I mustn’t dwell on it.”
“I’ll do everything in my power to be a thoughtful husband, but I must admit, as a bachelor soldier, I don’t have much practical experience making a relationship work. We’re both at the emperor’s mercy. Don’t act against me, and I’ll return the favor.”
Yarif stared at the floor. Maybe life with Draylon wouldn’t be so bad after all. In most arranged marriages he’d seen, the two people merely tolerated each other, taking other lovers. Mother had loved Father and stuck with him, defending even his worst behaviors. At the same time, Father bedded anyone who wandered too close. Yarif couldn’t—wouldn’t—live like that. In the end, Mother had stopped laughing, neglect weighing like a yoke upon her neck, until she sickened and died.
He'd overheard servants saying Mother died to escape Father. No, she’d never have left Yarif. 
Despite his and Yarif’s suspicions about each other, Draylon had promised to try to make this situation work, which gave some measure of hope. 
Even trying, though, didn’t guarantee success. 
Maybe. Just maybe. Marrying Draylon wouldn’t be so horrible after all. 
What was Yarif thinking? This man was his enemy! Admitted to killing Father. Not without reason. 
Yarif now fully understood an expression he’d heard about certain couples. He’d best sleep with a knife under his pillow. 
Ever the overachiever, Yarif would sleep with two. 




Chapter Ten


Rufe waited as Draylon exited the borrowed chamber of some minor noble—who’d fled when the war trumpets sounded—somewhat cleaner than when he’d arrived. At least Rufe’s injuries had begun to heal. He’d worn ceremonial armor rather than what he’d wear into battle, which still would intimidate the uninitiated.  
Draylon opted for a borrowed long-sleeved tunic to lower the temptation to scratch his own healing wounds. Besides, no one at the upcoming meeting wanted to acknowledge that someone else’s blood spilled to keep them in their lofty positions. 
“I wonder what our dear emperor has in store for us today,” Rufe said, eyeing Draylon up and down, one side of his mouth lifted into a smirk. “I’ve noticed a flock of clucking hens gathering outside the first-floor council chamber. They’ve squawked your name more than once.” He shrugged. “Have I ever told you how glad I am that you got stuck with the emperor for a father and not me?” 
Draylon shook his head. “Only about a million times.” He felt awkward without armor, though he rested his hand on his sword hilt. “I feel naked, but Father told me to present myself as both prince and commander. I think he hopes to strike fear into the nobles.” 
“I’m sure it has nothing to do with your looking like the offspring of a bear and a bull.” Rufe slapped Draylon on the back—a little too hard since they were both used to wearing scale armor. “I’m here to protect you, Highness.” Rufe made an exaggerated bow, made ungainly by his armor. “What is that you’re wearing, by the way?”
Draylon stared down at his light green tunic, embroidered with a leaf motif, and the fitted brown trousers. He hadn’t had much to pick from due to his size, and would have nothing at all if he’d not befriended May. “I’m told it’s the height of Renvalle fashion.”
“Oh, that explains it. Lucky for us we’re seldom at court. Because that outfit? If you approached me at a party, I’d turn you down for your clothing choice alone.”
“A situation Father intends to change, at least as far as court is concerned.” Draylon hadn’t told Rufe yet about the full extent of Father’s plans, as Rufe had been busy securing prisoners. While Draylon trusted Rufe with his life, he didn’t want to further their divide—in Rufe’s eyes, anyway. “Come, we need to get to the meeting.”
“We?” Rufe grabbed Draylon’s arm. “Why do I have to go?”
Because, in a way, this affected Rufe too. “Because things could get a little… heated, and I need someone I can trust at my back.”
Draylon trudged toward the stairs, hiding a wince. He was a soldier, a warrior. What purpose had he in a council chamber? Or these far too elaborate clothes. 
Personally, he agreed with Rufe. 
The first-floor hallway looked familiar from when a much younger Draylon had once visited with his father for unknown reasons. Before Renvalle sought independence from the high throne and hatched a plot to murder the emperor.
However, Draylon never saw any children at the time. He’d have remembered Prince Yarif. Oh, right. Yarif would've likely been a babe in arms at the time. 
Draylon schooled his features into a blank mask before entering the council chamber, then crossed his forearm over his chest, bowing low, acknowledging not just the title “Emperor” but a superior officer. “Your Imperial Majesty.”
Several men and women gathered around an oval table, Father at one end. 
“Commander Draylon. Good of you to join us.” Father sounded rather… pleased. Something that seldom happened, especially in Draylon’s presence. A furrow appeared between Father’s brows. “Your injuries are healing?” 
“Minor wounds only.” In truth, Draylon had bruised a few ribs, at least, and had a nasty cut on his thigh he’d needed a healer for, but he’d come out of battles much worse, as the deep scar across on cheek testified to.
Father hadn’t asked during their private conversation, so the question must be for the benefit of their audience. See me be a good father. 
“I see. Please be seated.” Father speaking instead of an advisor implied this was an informal gathering or that the emperor deemed these people beneath protocol. Heads still might roll before anyone left this room. 
Draylon chose the nearest empty chair, but Father pointed to a seat to his right. Really? Father publicly acknowledged Draylon as a son? Well, he had ordered Draylon to dress the part of a prince. 
Draylon rounded the table, sat, and perused the other individuals in the room. Father, three of his advisors, then three men and two women Draylon didn’t recognize but who appeared Renvallian. 
No one acknowledged Rufe’s presence when he took his place behind Draylon’s chair, where Draylon couldn’t see his reaction. Nothing but a silent guard—who might discreetly poke Draylon in the back occasionally. Several other guards stood behind chairs, three behind Father’s.
Father’s chief advisor sat on Father’s other side. The advisor’s thinning hair and long white beard made him appear much older than his fifty or so years. Rumor said the man had a full head of dark hair before constant arguing with Father took its toll. 
“Here are the terms of Renvalle’s surrender. All Renvalle soldiers must immediately lay down their arms,” Father stated in full “do not argue” tones. “I understand a few holdouts are hiding in the woods. They will either surrender or forfeit their lives.” 
“What about the royal family, Your Majesty?” one of the Renvallians asked. 
“That is entirely up to the survivors,” Father replied, far more casually than the question warranted. “The DiRici rule is at an end. I will select a new king, a loyal king.” Way to rub their noses in the former king’s duplicity. 
Then again, some at this table might’ve been party to King Lleval’s scheming. 
The Renvallian man persisted. “At the death of his father and brother, Prince Yarif became king.”
Father replied in bored tones, “I have it on good authority he isn’t suited for the position, especially with a kingdom bordering our enemies.”
If only Father chose the Duke of Rilekia. Though with no heirs and his position in court and in the kingdom so important, sending the duke to this far-flung kingdom wouldn’t be the most efficient use of his skills. Anything would be better than Draylon taking on the role. 
If discussing terms of surrender, King Yarif should be in attendance. Father intended his absence as a statement. 
“…my son, Prince Draylon.”
Oh. Draylon had better pay attention before he missed something important. He studied the faces around him, resignation, shock, and horror from the Renvallians. He’d worn the same expressions upon finding out he’d soon be married. 
“Your son, Your Majesty?” a Renvallian woman asked. “But he’s a military officer! What does he know about ruling a kingdom?”
“Who better? Renvalle provides a buffer between Delletina and the remainder of the empire. They’re constantly raiding their neighbors. A strong military presence can only strengthen our borders.”
Constantly raiding? That’s not what Yarif said. 
“Military presence?” The woman appeared a bit faint. 
Father rested his folded hands on the table, aloofness calling her an imbecile for daring to question him. “Yes, a military presence.”
“What about the running of the kingdom? While I’m sure your son is an excellent commander, what does he know of such things?”
Draylon fought the urge to remind them that he sat in their midst, and they talked around him as though he wasn’t. Rufe poked him in the back. Yeah, yeah. Some big commander Draylon was when he couldn’t even stand out in a room.
“That’s why kings have advisors,” Father stated flatly. 
“The people will never accept an outsider.” The woman slammed her hand down on the table. “The DiRicis have ruled this kingdom for hundreds of years. While the king and his heir weren’t well thought of, King Lleval’s father was a popular ruler.”
“The father was loyal,” Father said, a bit of a scowl on his face. “But never fear. We have a solution.” He eyed each of the nobles in turn. “My son will take the current king as consort. There will still be a DiRici in power.”
Draylon nearly winced at his father’s horrible mispronunciation of the name. The woman turned to a companion, repeating the words in Renvallian. Ah, so not all at the table spoke Cormiran. 
Father examined his fingernails as the nobles chattered at each other. The woman said, “But—”
“For your king’s treachery, you no longer have a say.” His Imperial Majesty Soland Aravaid, in all his arrogant glory, spoke in ominous tones. Only the foolhardy would dare challenge him now.  “The marriage will take place, and King Draylon will rule Renvalle with King Consort Yarel at his side.”
Father wouldn’t make a mistake like mispronouncing another king’s name. He’d meant the slights intentionally. He sought to further make the point that, in his eyes, these people and their current king were nothing. “Many nobles of the court will be tried for treason. This kingdom will either fall in line or be crushed under the heel of the empire.”
If only Avestan were here. Draylon’s brother always managed to rein Father in before he went too far. Advisors hissed at Father in Cormiran to no avail. He continued, “I intend to establish a garrison here of both Renvallian and Cormiran soldiers. We cannot defend our borders without a sufficient army.”
“You seek to control us,” the woman grumbled. 
“Based on recent behavior, Renvalle needs controlling.”
The woman opened her mouth. A glare from Father made her think twice. 
“I’ve told you all of my plans that you need to know,” Father said. “Make preparations for the change in power.”
The Renvallians grumbled as they left the room. 
The moment they’d gone, Father addressed the secretary. “I want every one of those nobles investigated. Look until you find something. We’ll make an example of them. They have no power. It’s time they understood their new positions.”
Draylon choked back anger, keeping his voice civil. “Your Majesty, please don’t destroy the kingdom you want me to rule. I have to live with these nobles and may need their influence.”
Father twisted his mouth in distaste. “You don’t need their influence. You have the ultimate power.”
Spoken like a man who’d just faced an uprising. “You have your style. I have mine. I won’t rule by fear of retaliation.”
Father threw back his head, booming out a deep laugh. “You have so much to learn.” He sobered. “I hope you learn before this kingdom tears you apart.”
So did Draylon. 




Chapter Eleven


Papers sat on the desk in the office once used by Yarif’s father. “They’re written in Cormiran,” Yarif said in heavily accented Renvallian, wrinkling his nose while sitting beside his future husband.  
His husband. He’d have to get used to that. Also, the future father-in-law sitting across the desk. And the guards along the walls. And the two secretaries. 
“My son can translate if you need.” The emperor’s Renvallian failed in comparison to Draylon’s. 
Yarif nodded, reading over the documents silently while Draylon read them aloud, which he did verbatim, not shortening or leaving things out. 
In the end, Yarif dipped the quill into ink and formally signed the forms, giving up all claims to the throne, trying not to think too hard about ending his family’s legacy. Someone located a Renvallian noble somewhere to drag in as his witness since all others available were the emperor’s men. 
Next came the legal documents granting the wardship of Adrina and Emile to Yarif. 
Yarif kept his lesser titles of Earl of somewhere he’d never seen and Baron of a place that was ninety percent pig farm. 
With legal work done an hour later, Draylon’s hand on his arm kept Yarif in his chair as all others left the room. “Are you all right?” Draylon’s dark brown eyes dared Yarif to lie. 
“As well as can be expected.” 
“I’ve found that fighting a battle is easier with two swords than one.” Draylon tipped Yarif’s chin up with two fingers until their gazes met. “I know you didn’t want this. I didn’t either, but working against each other will only bring misery.”
“Working together might not be much better,” Yarif replied, though he understood what Draylon meant. He wasn’t in the mood for platitudes and left the room, never looking back, one last defiant act of free will. 
[image: image-placeholder]Night settled over Renvalle Castle, the edges of the sky pink, purple, and blue. The forestland added various colors of green to the landscape. In the distance, blue and grey mountains stood, some capped in white. Yarif leaned with his elbows on the balcony railing, looking down on the city. 
Life went on below his perch. Horse hooves clattered over cobblestones; two men shouted greetings to each other in Cormiran. His mother’s garden took up space to the left, and to the right, the courtyard with its gleaming marble. He’d never get the memory from his head of looking out the window at pink water and a noblewoman’s arm hanging at a grotesque angle from the central fountain. 
Yarif’s innocence ended with the battle. He’d been happily oblivious to the devastation of war, his entire knowledge coming from books or old soldiers’ stories. 
He’d not enjoyed the best childhood after his mother’s passing. Still, looking back, he’d been spoiled and given everything he desired—within reason. 
In the huddled group below, Yarif sought out familiar faces—a groom here, a cook there. Whereas once the courtyard would’ve been filled with courtiers, no one passed through the ornate iron gate in evening finery. 
Not one official approached Yarif with the news; however, he’d heard whispers of which nobles were confined to cells awaiting judgment. Thus far, he’d heard of no innocents he’d need to defend. How many former friends lost their lives or loved ones to the battle? He’d fared far better than most. 
Damned war. Yarif scrunched his eyes closed. Merciful deities, take the slain unto yourself, comfort the mourners, and see to a better tomorrow. 
A gentle breeze caressed his cheek. An answer? 
He sipped wine while taking in the evening, a bottle presented by Draylon from the Cormiran stores due to Yarif’s liking for the golden vintage. The one good thing to come of meeting the man.
The man. Warrior. Prince. Soon to be king. Yarif’s husband.
Tomorrow Yarif’s world would change. The fantasies of finding love, having a lavish wedding, and living happily for all his years with a man who loved him would be gone. No more dreaming of what the future would hold. 
He mourned his dreams. 
Now his future lay planned out for him. Would he be allowed to keep his rooms? The emperor’s odious little secretary visited earlier, explaining how things would be. Yarif would become an Aravaid, giving up his DiRici family name. 
Giving up his life. Would he be allowed to continue handling the kingdom’s business? Practice with his rapier? Draylon showed interest in learning, perhaps a good sign. 
The sun sank farther behind the trees, the air growing cooler. If only Yarif could take his horse, ride past the city gates, through the woods, and into the mountains. Maybe he’d seek sanctuary in Delletina or find his mother’s kin in Draige. 
Not without the children. The emperor chose well how to best shackle Yarif to his new role. Bitter bile stung the back of Yarif’s throat. Acid churned in his gut. 
Servants chattered excitedly about a royal wedding while preparing Yarif’s bath behind him in his rooms. He couldn’t join in their high spirits but lacked the energy to stop them. Besides, they’d had little enough to celebrate recently. Let them have their illusions, unknowing that tomorrow might as well be Yarif’s funeral. 
Not fair for someone else to make him dance to their tune. Not bloody fair. 
Soldiers walked the streets below, far more than mere months ago, their armor jangling with each step. They laughed with each other, but Yarif would forever hear the screams of the dying and smell smoke, blood, and burned flesh. 
He’d never known the horrors men wreaked on each other—at least not firsthand. Now the stories read in books took on new life. 
His supper waited in the sitting room. Yarif DiRici would enjoy his last meal as a free man, soak in his tub, then retire to bed tonight. 
Tomorrow night, he’d be married, with no father, mother, brother, or kin to stand with him, other than the children. Yarif Aravaid, puppet consort to King Draylon Aravaid. 
Alone. 
He placed his empty wineglass on the balcony railing, lifting the bottle to his lips. 
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon sat alone in the rose garden, sipping some horrid gin Rufe found for him—or as alone as his guards allowed. Guards assigned by Father as much to keep Draylon from running as to defend him. 
He could leave. Pay off his guards, saddle Gryphon, and ride, uncaring where. He’d made friends in all the kingdoms of the empire. Small matter to change his name, maybe even book passage to Verlan or one of the Southern Isles. 
Maybe he’d sign on with a mercenary band. 
He slouched on the uncomfortable stone bench. Few roses bloomed this late in the fall. Soon the garden would be nothing but thorns and withered vines, a suitable representation of Draylon’s life. 
Father managed to keep Rufe away tonight under the guise of guarding Avestan, who’d recently arrived, and whom Draylon was also not allowed to see. 
No, he’d spend his last night as an unmarried man alone with only his roiling thoughts for company. In Cormira, he’d visit tavern after tavern with boisterous friends, then find a room and a few willing bedmates. 
Tomorrow he’d have staggered, barely awake, to face fate. Father spun Draylon’s entire life plan around and around. Draylon had planned to grow into an old warrior with many stories to tell his nephews and nieces or, more likely, find an early grave. 
Nothing in his wildest imaginings had him a king, with a consort and subjects to look after. He’d only wanted himself and his warriors. Then again, managing people couldn’t be too much different than managing soldiers, could it? 
Draylon took another swig of the awful concoction in his glass, vision growing hazy. He lifted his glass. “To the death of my dreams, for tomorrow, I’ll be shackled to the enemy.” He drank deeply. If Father hadn’t forced the issue and they’d met at a ball or a fair, would Draylon have sought Yarif’s company? Yarif was beautiful. Fiery. 
Possibly treacherous. Draylon probably would have sought him out for a dance or a tryst in the gardens—not for permanence, though. 
One of the grooms had given Draylon a good once-over the last time he’d checked on Gryphon. Not the way to start his rule, dallying with someone who might make trouble for him later. As a commander, no one expected favors. Now? 
If only he could talk to Avestan or Rufe. He’d take May for company. Anyone to commiserate his changed circumstances with. Even the tailor who’d finished last-minute adjustments on Draylon’s wedding finery would do, and he spoke some barely understandable version of Glendoran. 
Draylon tossed the glass aside, swilling from the bottle instead. 
Mourning his lost life. 




Chapter Twelve


Yarif nursed an aching head, sitting before a mirror in his rooms while his manservant twisted him this way and that, dressing him for a day he’d rather sleep through.  
Small consolation for Yarif to be marrying someone likely even less thrilled about the matter. Yet May spoke highly of Draylon on the few occasions Yarif found reason to speak with her, and she wasn’t one to be swayed by a pretty face and prettier words. 
Large-ish nose notwithstanding. 
Yarif would proceed with caution. 
Damnation. The emperor’s son. The son of the man who’d doomed Father, Baro, and many other of Yarif’s countrymen. Soon Draylon would be crowned king of Renvalle, with Yarif as consort. Regardless of parentage, Draylon Aravaid would be king. 
Well, Yarif always knew he’d been destined for consorthood. Social climbers would say he’d done well to land a king rather than a baron or merchant. 
What would the honeymoon be like? Yarif shivered, thinking of all the muscles hiding under Draylon’s loose tunic. Oh, to see him in a pair of tight leather breeches like northern tribes wore in the winter months or the ceremonial folded lengths of cloth that left one’s lower legs bare. 
Yarif might never trust him, but he had to admit his soon-to-be-husband possessed a fantastic physique. Doing his duty hopefully wouldn’t be a significant hardship, and then Yarif would be free to do as he chose. 
Besides, would Draylon even want a relationship beyond the consummation of the marriage? Did he have a lover already? Cormiran custom allowed only one legal spouse, be they a man or woman. That didn’t mean Draylon didn’t have scores of lovers. 
The way he and Captain Rufe eyed each other…
No. There would be no room for jealousy. After all, Yarif kept his life and his siblings. Anyone raised in a royal household knew the importance of keeping up appearances. With the type of allowance Yarif negotiated, he’d not want for anything, though he’d asked for an excessive amount—expecting a resounding “no,” but needing to save for a time when he, Emile, or Adrina were in need. 
Would Draylon want children? Yarif hoped he’d name one of the twins as heir, but rumor said the emperor wasn’t too fond of queendoms, and putting another DiRici on the throne might not go over well. 
Oh, deities. What if Draylon was a brutal lover prone to hurt another for pleasure? Yarif had heard rumors of such. There was a God of Pain and Pleasure, after all. His likeness graced signs signifying certain types of bordellos. 
Yarif just had to sleep with his rapier—and ensure his new husband understood how accurately he threw knives. 
“Stop fidgeting,” Berram growled near Yarif’s ear, “or I’ll never finish.”
Yarif gave a sheepish shrug, then focused on being still while his valet dressed his hair. 
The door opened, and Adrina rushed inside, blue fabric floating around her. She squealed and spun, making the skirt flare out. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” 
“Just you, love,” Yarif replied, then returned to the mirror at Berram’s throat clearing. At least someone saw today as a joyful occasion. 
Emile came in at a more sedate pace, dressed in dark blue velvet knee breeches and a coat embroidered with the family crest. Adrina’s lighter-colored dress matched the twins’ eyes. 
“How come he gets a crest, and I don’t?” Adrina whined.
Only males wore family crests. Another inequality Yarif hoped to fix one day. “Because you got a beautiful dress. I’d pick fine clothes over a crest any day, wouldn’t you?”
Like Adrina, Yarif also didn’t get a crest. From today forward, he’d wear the symbol of the Aravaids. 
Adrina smiled and nodded, creating a rustling sound by swishing her skirt back and forth. “Are you ready?” She wore a sapphire from Yarif’s mother since her own mother didn’t bother with sharing heirlooms. 
Yarif would share his. “Nearly ready,” he said—outwardly, at least. Inwardly? Maybe never.  
“Just a second,” Berram muttered around the hairpin in his mouth. He pinned the last braid into place, then capped his creation off with a golden dagger hairpin in the shape of a dragon—the DiRici family crest. 
Yarif sighed. “If forced to wear a coronet, we’ll have to leave off the hairpin.” At Barram’s scowl, he added, “Don’t worry. I’m wearing my boot knife.” Surely the guards wouldn’t search him on his wedding day. 
Weapons were once seen as bad luck at weddings because someone got drunk and used them on in-laws. This affair, however, was a combination of Cormir and Renvalle royal wedding traditions, with traces of military honors thrown in, though Draylon must give up his commission upon being named king. 
Would he grow bitter, blaming Yarif?
I’ll have to ensure he doesn’t.
Being consort allowed Yarif to keep watch over the citizens of Renvalle. So far, Draylon had seemed a reasonable man. Though luck seldom favored Yarif, fortune might smile on him this time and give him someone sensible to work with. 
“Are you ready, Your Highness?” Berram asked, lifting Yarif’s hand. 
“No, but I’m sure the emperor doesn’t care.” Yarif rose to his feet as gracefully as traditional wedding attire allowed. Fall weddings allowed for more colorful garb and lighter material. Winter weddings involved a lot of disrobing time to unwrap the layers. 
The wedding night. Yarif shivered. 
“Are you cold, Highness?” Berram asked. 
“No.” Yarif tried to smile, taking in his appearance in a mirror. His tailored trousers matched the color of Emile’s, while his heavily embroidered tunic matched Adrina’s for color. A single teardrop sapphire hung from a silver chain around his neck, one of the few pieces of his mother’s jewelry he’d been allowed to keep before the new queen laid claim—less than a month after his mother’s passing. 
Boots in deep blue completed the outfit instead of the customary slippers, allowing him places to hide knives. 
One never knew when they’d need to be armed. 
“You look beautiful!” Adrina giggled. 
“Handsome. He looks handsome,” Emile corrected. “Women are beautiful. Men are handsome.”
Yarif bit back the words, “Have you seen my groom?” but didn’t want to explain. At least he wasn’t marrying the sadistic old duke his father initially planned for him. 
Berram threw open the door with a flourish. Two guards outside did a doubletake, appreciation in their eyes, before remembering themselves and schooling their features. 
Yarif ignored them, a hen leading two little chicks down the stairs. Courtiers normally filled the hallways for important events. Due to the recent war and subsequent deaths of many nobles, the halls remained relatively empty. 
While Yarif worried about what happened to the normal castle inhabitants, he didn’t need the ogling. 
The small chapel to the castle's rear didn’t see much use but had been decorated with fall flowers for the occasion. 
A cleric stood at the altar, wearing an insignia Yarif didn’t recognize. The priest of some foreign god? Figured. Not that Yarif really cared who uttered the life-changing words. 
Four soldiers guarded the chapel door, with several more stationed around the room. A man close enough in looks to Draylon to be a brother sat on one side of the room. The crown prince? The crown prince was here? At Yarif’s wedding?
Well, at his brother’s wedding, Yarif supposed. A few honored servants sat on the DiRici side of the room. 
Yarif wasn’t to have the grand wedding he’d once dreamed of. No splendor, no celebration. No happiness. As Yarif entered by the chapel’s front door, Draylon came in through the side, followed by Captain Rufe and the emperor himself. 
“Whoa! Is that the emperor?” Adrina asked. 
Yarif nodded, swallowing hard. The emperor. Here. The man who’d launched the battle that cost Yarif so dearly. No, his father’s betrayal started the issue. The emperor merely put down an uprising. Seeing Draylon here, now, with his father and brother in attendance, brought home not only the family resemblance but the depths to which Yarif was out of his element. 
Since a young age, he’d been told that a duke was the greatest he could hope for as a younger son. That no one else will have you went unsaid. Now, he was about to enter into a binding agreement with the emperor’s son, a powerful commander in his own right. 
Never before had Yarif felt so small—or so determined. He’d do what he must. Hoping no one noticed him trembling in his boots. 
All three newcomers stood near the altar, looking back toward Yarif. No pipers, no harps, no lutes. Silence instead of music. A funeral dirge might be more appropriate. Taking the twins’ hands, Yarif strode to the front of the room, stopping opposite Draylon. His heart lodged in his throat. 
Adrina and Emile jostled for position, each wanting to mirror the emperor. A pointed look from Yarif quelled their foolishness. 
Only then did he take a good look at the man he’d known a mere handful of days and was now expected to marry. 
Draylon had taken time to shave and have his hair neatly cut, the sides very short and slightly longer on top of his head. He wore similar attire to Yarif’s but in shades of green. He was… heart-stoppingly beautiful, despite the ragged scar across his face and what appeared to be the unfortunate Aravaid family nose.
Beautiful, yet brutal. Yarif couldn’t for a minute forget he’d been forcibly tied to a warmonger. No matter how good the man’s pedigree. 
Or his body. 
Coldness hid in the depths of Draylon’s eyes, causing Yarif to shiver, until Draylon met Yarif’s gaze and the tension softened momentarily. Yarif gave the briefest flicker of a smile, which fell when he noticed the emperor’s stony disapproval. 
In the royal Renvallian wedding of Yarif’s dreams, a harpist would play, or perhaps a violinist. Then the couple’s closest relatives would file in, taking seats of honor near the front of the chapel. 
Yarif could almost smell incense burning, mixing with various perfumes. Happy faces would turn up as he passed, and he’d be nearly overcome by nerves and happiness. 
The cleric cleared his throat and began in broken Renvallian, “We here today before farm and friends on this monuments occasion, connecting two of the empire’s most illusion farms.” 
Close enough to a proper introduction to the ceremony, Yarif supposed, if he could keep from laughing at the cleric’s translation mistakes. 
The cleric turned to the emperor. “Who sacking this marriage?”
“You know damned well that I sanction this union. Now get on with it.” The scowl on the emperor’s face might have scared bears from a feast. 
So much for making Yarif’s marriage a special day. "Sacking” came closer to accurate than “sanction,” he supposed. 
The cleric’s face pinked, his mouth twisting in annoyance. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. Commander Draylon Aravaid, son of Emperor Soland Aravaid. Do you bound into this combination of your own free willfulness, and of your own free willfulness do you gift your guarantees?” 
Odd that Draylon’s princely title wasn’t used. Then again, Draylon was a king now, in his own right. 
Yarif’s heart ached. He’d been the last DiRici king, so easily ending a centuries-old legacy with the stroke of a pen. Now to complete his disgrace by marrying the enemy.
Couldn’t they have found a better cleric? 
The silence seemed to stretch forever but likely only lasted a few heartbeats. Yarif whooshed out a sigh of relief when Draylon’s answer came. 
Draylon’s voice never wavered when he said, “By my own free will do I join in this union and make these vows, pledging myself to Prince Yarif DiRici.”
The cleric smiled, bobbed his head at Emperor Soland’s frown, then turned toward Yarif. “Prince Yarif DiRici—”
“Dee-richy,” Draylon corrected, winning respect points from Yarif.  
“Prince Yarif Dee-richy,” the cleric enunciated. “Son of the tardy King Lleval DiRici. Do you bound into this combination of your own free willfulness, and of your own free willfulness do you gift your guarantees?” 
Local custom called for the father's and mother’s names to be spoken. Better to keep quiet than to earn a growl from his future father-in-law. 
Yarif's heart pounded, and he fought not to wipe his sweaty palms on his clothing. Would he even be able to force words out of his clogged throat? He pulled in a deep breath. He could do this. “By my own free will do I enter this union and make these vows, pledging myself to Commander Draylon Aravaid.” Yarif echoed the title the cleric had used earlier. Yarif’s voice hardly quavered, though he’d been tempted to repeat the cleric’s bumbling wording. He glanced up to see a brief smile of reassurance from Draylon. Maybe this marriage wouldn’t be totally horrid. They might not be a love match, but they could perhaps become… friends. 
Or something less than enemies. 
Captain Rufe stepped forward, dropping a ring into Draylon’s outstretched hand. Draylon’s voice boomed in the nearly empty chapel. “I present this token as a symbol of our binding, letting all who see know we are as one.” He lifted Yarif’s left hand and placed a plain gold band on the third finger. 
Yarif’s heart sank. Well, what had he expected, declarations of undying love? As he’d not been allowed to leave the castle to go shopping, the captain also presented a ring to Yarif. He hadn’t even been allowed to choose for himself, gifting his husband with a personalized token. 
Husband. Once this ring sat on Draylon’s hand, he became Yarif’s husband. 
Slowly, carefully, Yarif slid the ring on Draylon’s hand and recited, “I present this token as a symbol of our binding, letting all who see know we are as one.” He couldn’t hold back a relieved sigh. For better or worse, come what may, he and Draylon were now joined, and the emperor couldn’t change his mind and find some feeble old duke. 
Apparently, the cleric didn’t intend to have them promise fidelity. What would be the point? 
The cleric smiled. “I now assert you—”
“I give my solemn vow,” Draylon continued, earning a glare from his father, “to use my skills and position to protect you and yours, up to and with my dying breath.”
What? That wasn’t in standard vows. Yarif’s eyes burned, and he blurted out, “What skills and knowledge I have, I will use for you. I am no warrior, but in matters where I can assist, I will.” 
Yarif ignored the emperor’s gasp, focusing instead on Draylon. As weddings went, he’d seen better, but he’d seen worse, like the time a young lordling made vows to a heavily pregnant woman with a sword held to his back.
Four fights broke out at the banquet. 
Usually, the cleric would say something about them kissing. Yarif heard nothing, every one of his senses tuned to Draylon’s firm hands on his shoulders, pulling him closer, closer, closer, their gazes locked. Warm lips brushed Yarif’s in what should have been an innocent kiss, suitable for an audience. 
Oh no. Something worth doing needed finesse! Yarif wrapped his arms around his new husband, deepening the kiss, brushing his tongue against Draylon’s. 
In a church, the emperor didn’t dare retaliate. Yarif saw a long future ahead of annoying his father-in-law.
Draylon froze momentarily, then committed wholeheartedly to the play of lips, tongues, and teeth. 
From behind Yarif, someone snickered. Not hard to figure out which of the three other men found the public display funny. The kiss went on and on, possibly longer than the ceremony. Yarif might have heard a snort of disgust and retreating footsteps but couldn’t be sure. Besides, how could he care about anything else at this moment?
He’d survived his family’s overthrow, hopefully securing a future for the twins. 
Someone cleared their throat. Then someone else. 
Adrina’s squeal of “Yarif!” broke Yarif and Draylon apart. 
Yarif spent another heartbeat lost in the moment, then tore his gaze away from Draylon. The emperor was nowhere to be seen. Had he thought Yarif might take his duties lightly? Yarif might not know what precisely Draylon expected of him, but the time for fighting was long past. Instead, he’d make the most of the situation. 
And score a point from the emperor he’d made retreat. 
The captain stood sniggering a few feet away. Not the anticipated reaction from a man Yarif feared might be his husband’s lover. 
The crown prince swaggered over, clapping his hand on Draylon's shoulder so hard Draylon staggered. No easy feat for a man of such a sturdy build. His brother stood nearly as tall and equally wide. 
“Ah, brother. I regret we couldn’t have a proper ceremony for you,” the crown prince said. 
Draylon laughed. “What? You mean like the grueling six hours of your own wedding after four days of feasting? No, thank you. I thought the empire might run out of wine.” He turned toward Yarif, mirth fading. “I hope you’re not displeased with the lack of a more formal rite.”
The image of Yarif’s fantasy wedding vanished in the face of the probable reality. Insincere fawning by courtiers. The violin hitting a sour note, or the violinist attending drunk. A torn sleeve minutes before the wedding. Hours and hours of clerical pontificating. The twins would have never been still. “Not at all.” 
The smile returned to Draylon’s face. “Brother, I’m eternally grateful you could be here.” He wrapped his brother in a hug, complete with much back-slapping, as though they each tried to one-up the other. When he pulled back, he said, “I’d like you to meet Prince Yarif DiRici of Renvalle. Prince Yarif, this less talented, less handsome son of Emperor Soland is my brother Imperial Crown Prince Avestan Aravaid.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance, but please, call me Avestan or Avi unless protocol calls for more formality.” Prince Avestan ignored Yarif’s outstretched hand, pulling him into a brief hug instead. “There is much mourning in the kingdom today for someone else finally landing the legendary commander so many set their sights on.” 
Draylon’s face flushed. “I think you’re exaggerating.” 
Avestan smirked. “But I believe you’re mistaken, brother, and not merely about the mourning. This handsome little princeling is currently King Consort Yarif Aravaid. Unless you plan on taking the DiRici name, which will ensure I am named emperor by nightfall when our esteemed father collapses from horror.” 
Baro had never teased so. Yarif had expected the imperial family to be unbending, always on guard to keep up appearances. This… playfulness was unexpected.
Avestan abruptly whirled, taking a knee in front of the twins. “Hello there. I’m your new uncle, cousin, something removed, or whatever, but you may call me Uncle Avestan.” He winked. Like Draylon, Avestan spoke flawless Renvallian. “Or Uncle Avi when we’re out of the public eye.”
“I’m Adrina, and this is Emile,” Adrina said, eyes wide in awe at the crown prince. Yarif wasn’t one to make snap decisions but found he might grow into feelings for his new brother-in-law despite his current suspicion of all things Aravaid.
Draylon grinned at his brother, now deeply engrossed in conversation with the twins. 
“He gets along well with children, I see,” Yarif ventured, feeling somewhat awkward. 
Draylon whispered from behind his hand. “That’s because, mentally, they’re the same age.”
“I heard that!” Avestan shouted with no heat. 
Captain Rufe clapped an arm over his chest, the twinkle in his eyes and the wry twist of his lips adding a touch of mockery to the salute. “Now that I’ve done my duty, delivered the rings, and ensured neither groom fled the chapel screaming, I’ll take my leave.”
“You don’t have to,” Draylon began. 
“Oh, but I insist. Too many married men hanging around for my tastes. Someone might see me and decide I’m to be next.” Rufe spun on his heel and stalked toward the door. 
Was Captain Rufe really afraid of marriage, or was there something else going on, like having to watch the man he loved marry another?
Avestan rose to his feet, letting out a belly laugh. “No one even lays odds on our dear Rufe saying vows.”
Yarif hadn’t even noticed the cleric slipping away in the ceremony's aftermath. 
At least the unsolicited vow of protection offered some assurances, but if the emperor ever considered Yarif better off dead, neither one of these powerfully built men could save him. 
As always, Yarif must look after himself. 
Even as a married man. 




Chapter Thirteen


Yarif strolled beside Draylon into the half-empty banquet hall. Many courtiers had fled before the battle and had yet to return. Others had been banished or imprisoned.  
Or worse. 
Such things couldn’t be dwelled on now. Yarif forced a gracious smile likely no one believed, wending his way through tables of well-wishers or those attending for the food and gossip. 
The emperor and crown prince waited at the high table. There went any hope of getting even a bite of food into Yarif’s twisting stomach now. 
Pol escorted Adrina and Emile, dressed in the finery they seldom wore, to the far end. Yarif’s attempt at a reassuring smile likely came off as tired and insincere. He took his place across from them next to his new husband.
The emperor rose. The murmured conversations in the hall ceased. “By imperial decree, I give you your new king and consort, King Draylon Aravaid and King Consort Yarif Aravaid.”
The murmurs were no longer quiet. “Silence!” the emperor roared. “Your former king was found guilty of treason and met his punishment.”
Found guilty? There had never been a trial. 
“Rather than banish his children,” the emperor continued, “we have assured them a continued place in this royal household. Tonight, we celebrate this momentous occasion.” He lifted his cup in a toast. The way he staggered said he’d already raised his cup many times today. “To the happy couple.”
Several attendees repeated the words, though totally devoid of emotion. Yarif took a tiny sip of wine so as not to appear rude. At least they served the vintage Draylon introduced him to. If one must sit through an uncomfortable dinner with uncomfortable people, keep the wine flowing. On second thought, maybe he needed more than a sip. Yarif drained his glass, then motioned to a server for a refill.
Draylon leaned in to whisper, “Pace yourself, darling. I’ve been told about your temper and tendency toward blunt honesty. I do not want to hear what you might say to my father while in your cups.” One side of his mouth twitched upward. “Well, yes. I would, but Father tends to throw those who offend him into the dungeon, and I’d hate for you to spoil your beautiful clothes.” Draylon ran a finger along Yarif’s collar, brushing the skin in places. 
Yarif shivered despite willing himself not to. “I’ll take your suggestion under advisement.” Staring at Draylon, Yarif deliberately stabbed his roasted venison with a knife.
“Better your meal than my father.” Draylon smirked, then stabbed his own portion. 
The emperor was too engaged in conversation with the crown prince to notice Draylon and Yarif. Avestan raised his gaze for a moment, gave a smirk of his own, and winked. 
Yarif leaned close to Draylon, murmuring, “Did I tell you of the ancient Renvallian wedding custom of the groom punching his father-in-law in the face?”
“No, you didn’t. Interesting custom.”
“Oh, yes. Guaranteed to bring good luck.” Yarif toasted with his wine again. 
“Other than wanting to punch my father, how are you doing?”
Yarif had just enough of today to let his guard down a bit—at least with Draylon. “I’m not sure about this whole wedding thing, but I believe I’ll like your brother.” A woman sat alone at a table, others giving her a wide berth. Tall and imposing with light brown hair cut short in military style. she didn’t engage in idle chatter but kept her gaze slowly moving over the diners, as though assessing how much each might be worth. She paused when she reached the emperor. Something about her… Yarif leaned, brushing his leg against Draylon’s in the process.  “Draylon, who is the woman sitting at the third table?” 
“That’s Commander Illa Trandores.” The name wasn’t spoken with reverence. “The emperor promoted her to fill my position.”
Commander Illa. Something seemed familiar about the cruel twist of her lips, how she glared at others with disdain. “Is she noble?”
“She was. I believe her family lost titles and land to some scandal years ago, though I’m uncertain which kingdom they came from. The Trandores have tried to worm their way back into favor ever since.” Concern knitted Draylon’s brows. “Why?”
“I’m not sure. I recognize her from somewhere but can’t recall.”
Draylon turned his attention to the woman. “I’m unsure what she’s done to earn the emperor’s favor. I’d have promoted Captain Rufe.”
Your lover? Yarif wanted to ask. No. Who Draylon bedded wasn’t Yarif’s concern unless it cast a shadow over the family. Or Yarif woke up to find an extra person in his bed.
He sipped his wine. He’d rather have had something stronger. Much stronger. 
After a torturous two hours or so, Yarif finally left with Draylon. May stepped from the shadows, winked, and dropped something into Yarif’s tunic pocket. Poison, maybe? He’d check the contents later. 
Staring up at the grand staircase, Yarif gave a heavy gulp. Now came the moment of truth. 
Consummating his marriage. 
He could refuse, or Draylon could. What would it help? They were married, and nothing could change things. 
The crowd cheered as he and Draylon ascended the stairs. After a pointed look from the emperor, Draylon took Yarif’s hand. That was how they’d play the game, pretending to be a love match after knowing each other for a handful of days.
Love didn’t happen so fast, even in Yarif’s forbidden romance books. However, royal children learned from an early age how to act the part they were given. 
They strode past Yarif’s room and Draylon’s. Where were they going? 
At the far end of the hall, another staircase loomed. They couldn’t be going to Father’s old rooms. “No, I can’t.” Yarif nearly whimpered. 
“It’s all right. I consulted with May.”
They strode past the old king’s suites to a set that had been used by the grandfather Yarif barely remembered, which had sat empty since the old man’s death. 
Draylon opened the door, an uneasy half smile on his lips. “I hope the arrangement pleases you.”
Yarif’s favorite chair sat in the sitting room next to a perfect match he hadn’t known existed. A long, cushioned bench allowed more seating and might have been a refurbished relic from Grandfather’s time. A crystal wine decanter and two glasses sat on a low table, along with a selection of sweets. A low fire burned in the hearth, likely more for ambiance than to ward off a chill. 
Oil lamps chased back shadows. 
While Draylon poured them each a glass of wine, Yarif removed his hair pin and unbraided his hair, letting the loose strands tumble in waves. Next, he examined May’s gift from his pocket. How thoughtful. He’d need to thank her later. 
Yarif pulled the cork from the vial and gave a sniff. Ah, yes. The liquid courage he so desperately needed. He downed half the contents while Draylon’s back was turned, feeling the liquid burn down his throat. Not too much. It wouldn’t do to lose consciousness on the wedding night. 
He stoppered and returned the vial to his pocket in time to accept a glass of wine when Draylon turned around. Sweat beaded on Yarif’s forehead, though the room wasn’t overly warm. Were his hands shaking? 
Yarif took the glass from Draylon’s trembling hand, placing both on the table. There was no need to make this unpleasant. He’d spent years learning how to be the perfect consort, without emotions involved. 
He’d think of tonight as his final test. 
Yarif cradled Draylon’s face between his palms. 
“You don’t have to be attracted to me or even plan to share my bed after tonight. You’ve enjoyed men for a night without expectations, haven’t you?” Yarif tried to keep images of Draylon and Rufe out of his head. “We’re together with a long night ahead of us. We might as well enjoy as best we can.” Despite his efforts not to, Yarif added, “You don’t have a lover you feel you’re betraying, do you?”
Draylon stared at Yarif for a long moment before decisively shaking his head. “No. No lover. What about you?” 
“I’ve never had a lover.”
“Never? You mean you’re a—”
Yarif chuckled. “You don’t know much about consorts in my land, do you?”
Draylon shook his head. 
“I have been training all my life to be consort to some noble lord or lady. That includes matters in the bedroom. As soon as I came of age, suitable… teachers were found for me.”
“Prostitutes?”
Yarif couldn’t help his laugh. “No! Priests and priestesses of the Goddess of Love. Though they showed me the expected acts and how to perform them, no emotions were involved. They believed I should save my affections for my future mate.”
“No affection?” Draylon’s eyes went wide. “You’ve never bedded someone of your own choosing?”
“Never.” Was that so hard to believe? 
Draylon scowled. “I’m sorry you’ve been forced into such a situation again.”
“No, you misunderstand. I do choose you. You’re my husband, and I’ve vowed to do everything possible to improve your life and make our union as painless as possible for us both. Who knows? We might even accomplish something good.” Yarif rubbed his hands together. “I must admit that I don’t like being used roughly. Any humiliation will have me lying awake at night plotting how to make your murder appear accidental. As long as you treat me respectfully, we’ll have no problems.”
The tension broke with Draylon’s laugh. “You certainly say what’s on your mind, don’t you?”
“Shouldn’t I? Most courtiers waste precious time with empty platitudes, dancing around the truth so skillfully that they lose sight of it themselves. Why do that?”
“Does one of those murder methods involve the vial in your pocket?”
He’d seen? Yarif must be more careful in the future. “This?” He handed the vial over. “It’s merely strong spirits of May’s making, meant to calm my nerves.”
Draylon studied the container, brow furrowed. “Is there any left?”
Not the expected reaction. It seemed Yarif wasn’t the only one suffering wedding night jitters. “Sure. Help yourself.”
Draylon unstoppered the vial, sniffed, then downed the contents, grimacing at the burn and releasing a heavy breath. He stared at the empty vial. “She made that herself?”
“Yes. She says it's solely for medicinal purposes.” Like broken hearts, wedding night jitters, and sometimes, as May would say, “Because the sun rose today.”
Suitably fortified, Draylon smiled and extended a barely shaking hand. “Shall we see the rest of the suite?”




Chapter Fourteen


We’re together with a long night ahead of us. We might as well enjoy. 
Had Yarif intentionally brushed his thigh against Draylon’s during dinner? Draylon got hard during the soup course and stayed hard through dessert, barely managing to calm his desperate body to climb the stairs to their chambers. 
In the right light, Draylon could see through Yarif’s gauzy tunic, catch a glimpse of pink nipples on a firm chest. So seductive, and Yarif didn’t even seem to be trying.  
Draylon’s usual bed partners were far more muscular and often rough after a good sparring session or even a battle when the tension of the day spilled over into the need for a raw, brutal release. 
While the day’s stress had run high, this wasn’t some soldier riding the throes of blood lust. Yarif had learned how to please a lover from priests. Emotionless? Passionless? 
Please let Draylon not break Yarif in half in a fit of lust. 
But lust he did, barely able to keep from ripping Yarif’s beautiful clothing to shreds while removing piece after piece, revealing smooth skin unmarred by scars. Draylon forced himself to go slowly, running his fingers, then his tongue, over Yarif’s toned shoulders, then to his sparsely haired chest, then down, down, down, past a taut abdomen and on to a stiff cock, the head flushed with blood, jutting from a nest of blond curls. 
Draylon circled the base with callused fingers, guiding the rigid shaft to his lips. A drop of precum against his tongue gave off the most delicious flavor. He moaned at the scent, the taste, his own cock desperate for attention after having been neglected for far too long. Draylon rubbed his groin through his trousers. 
Maybe seduction was a game the priests taught, meaning Yarif knew precisely the effect he had. 
Time enough for Draylon to see to his own needs later. They had all night—and longer, if they wanted. The sooner they emerged from this chamber, the sooner they’d have to face the world. No getting ahead of himself, though. 
First, they had to survive tonight. No doubt Father had someone listening nearby to ensure Draylon and Yarif consummated their union. 
They’d face tomorrow, well, tomorrow. 
Sometimes, with random lovers, Draylon thought of someone else, but the only person in his mind tonight was Yarif.
The taste of Yarif, the scent of him, the feel of him, the way the soft hair on his legs brushed Draylon’s cheeks permeated every sense. Yes, tonight Draylon would enjoy, pushing aside thoughts of how Father manipulated and bonded Draylon to a stranger he wasn’t sure he could trust. 
What he could do was… 
Yarif moaned, tangling his fingers in Draylon’s hair, the occasional yank on the strands firing electric currents to Draylon’s groin. Oh, yes. He pulled off Yarif’s cock to say, “Be as rough as you want.”
Yarif pulled harder. Draylon nearly came. 
He rolled Yarif’s balls with his fingers, gently tugging, listening for the sharp intake of breath and waiting for the hip thrust that indicated Yarif liked the treatment. If Yarif had been trained to be a consort, had he been taught to give pleasure but not receive?
Yarif nearly whined when Draylon abandoned his current pursuit and rose to capture Yarif’s mouth in an insistent kiss. When Draylon reluctantly broke the contact, he asked, “Were you taught to receive pleasure or to give only?” What a barbaric practice. 
Yarif gave a bitter laugh. “Consorts are taught that we exist to please our mates.” The twinkle in his eyes said he’d not fully bought into the lessons. “Thank goodness for certain books that taught me better.” 
“Where do you get those?”
“From Craice.”
As commander of the Cormiran forces, Draylon should demand to know how Yarif obtained books from a hostile country. But he wasn’t commander anymore. “Are they translated?”
Instead of answering, Yarif rejoined their mouths. Great evasion. So Yarif knew Cracian too? A question for another time.
Past lovers admired Draylon’s muscles, his strength. Would Yarif? Testing the thought, Draylon lifted Yarif in his arms, placing him easily on the bed. 
“Although I’ve read about fair maidens who needed wooing, I’m not one.” Yarif grasped Draylon’s shoulders, tugging him onto the bed. Oh, Yarif liked forceful, did he? 
Draylon found himself on his back, Yarif’s nose coming closer, and a curtain of silky blond hair hiding them from the world. 
Yarif plundered Draylon’s mouth, moaning and grinding their lower bodies together. No shy thing, then. Yarif pulled back, settling on his knees on the bed, then began removing Draylon’s clothing, starting with the tunic, scattering kisses over Draylon’s chest, laving a nipple, shoulders, neck, and earlobes. 
He paid attention to Draylon’s many scars, kissing or running his tongue along a groove of puckered skin. Never once did Yarif wince or make sympathetic noises. He accepted the marks as part of Draylon. Good. 
Draylon’s cock pushed against the fabric of his trousers, needing attention—now! He bucked his hips, seeking friction. 
Yarif smirked, running a finger over Draylon’s length through the straining fabric, pausing over the wet spot at the tip. “For me?” He took the head, cloth and all, into his mouth. 
Oh, gods! Draylon groaned. This man would be the death of him. Slowly, slowly, Yarif worked the fabric down Draylon’s hips, pausing sucking long enough to release Draylon’s cock from the trousers, then taking it into the warm, wet confines of his mouth. 
Draylon couldn’t fight a moan, sinking his fingers into Yarif’s mass of golden hair or bucking hard into that oh-so-welcoming mouth, with its wickedly lashing tongue. 
No time to worry about traitors, forced marriages, or kingdoms. Tonight, he’d find mutual pleasure with an apparently willing lover. Tomorrow could take care of itself. 
“You do that so well,” he moaned, though likely Yarif didn’t need verbal praise. His chuckle around Draylon’s cock said he knew the impact of his efforts.  
All Draylon could do was lie back and enjoy, thrusting his hips, clawing at Yarif’s shoulders. So damned good. 
As caught as Draylon was in the moment, Yarif startled him by releasing his cock and, in a fluid motion, rising to position himself over Draylon’s erection. 
“No! Wait! You’re not prepared. I’ll hurt you!”
Yarif laughed. “You might be big, but I can manage.”
“But—”
Yarif kissed him. “You’re not very attentive. While I sucked you, I prepared myself.” He proved his point by lining Draylon up and sliding down with painstaking slowness, fully stretched and slicked. Up, down, up, down a little more, working Draylon into his depths. 
Yarif threw his head back, the graceful column of his neck bobbing with a hard swallow. “You feel so good in me.” He brought his head up, his gaze boring into Draylon’s soul. “Faster, slower, whatever. Let me know.”
Draylon had no intention of complicating the night by giving instructions. Instead, he caught Yarif’s hips in a firm grip, thrusting the last little bit to fully bury himself in the heat of Yarif’s body. 
Yarif connected their mouths tentatively, licking Draylon’s lips then backing away, only to return with an aggressive play of tongue on tongue, moaning into Draylon’s mouth. The rhythm between them never faltered. 
Arms wrapped tightly around Yarif, Draylon turned, rolling Yarif onto his back without disconnecting. He secured Yarif’s calves over his shoulders, then plunged in with the intensity he’d wanted to since the first time he imagined their wedding night. Over and over, he sank into paradise—the heat and pressure the most perfect thing he’d ever felt. 
He pulled out. Yarif whimpered. Draylon quickly added more oil from a vial he’d placed by the bed and returned to where he wanted to be. While he could fuck Yarif all night, Draylon wouldn’t cause pain. 
At last, Yarif reached between them, taking his long, slender cock in hand, stroking in time with Draylon’s thrusts. 
“That’s it, that’s it,” Draylon murmured. “Cum for me.”
Yarif arched his back off the bed, thrusting himself more fully on Draylon’s cock, strokes growing frantic, as did the lust in his eyes. On a long, throaty groan, Yarif came, gaze locked to Draylon’s. 
The curling pleasure in Draylon’s groin wanted more. He clenched his teeth against the temptation to cum before allowing Yarif to. 
Once, twice, three times, Yarif bucked, elegant moves now letting go into something uncontrolled by lessons in how to be a suitable consort.
With a bellow, Draylon surrendered to the moment, every muscle straining as he came deep inside Yarif’s body. His arms strained with the effort not to crash down. He held the pose for several moments, breathing hard to regain his composure. 
Withdrawing took more effort than it should, Draylon reluctant to leave the perfection he’d found. Would this night repeat in their marriage, or would he never taste this rightness again? He clutched Yarif’s head to his chest, heaving breaths cooling his skin. They lay together, neither saying anything, hearts pounding hard. 
Lanternlight cast shadows over the ceiling, but nothing could intrude into the cocoon of their arms around each other. 
Draylon wasn’t fool enough to believe in a viable relationship based on sex, but if they could put aside their differences tonight, could they do so going forward? As Yarif said, if you must do something, why not enjoy?
Yarif rose from the bed. No! 
“I wish you’d stay, at least the night.” The words came out more desperate than Draylon intended. 
Yarif chuckled. “I’m just going to the washstand. I’ll be right back.” 
Draylon drifted on a cloud of contented bliss, coming to when Yarif ran a wet cloth over his cock. Yarif made another trip to the washstand, then returned, climbing back into the bed, lower lip caught between his teeth. 
Draylon urged Yarif close, pressing a kiss to soft golden hair before lapsing into sleep. No telling what tomorrow held, but tonight, in this moment, they’d enjoy some measure of peace. 
He awoke several times before dawn, once to moonlight through the window caressing Yarif’s face. 
Draylon had never been jealous of moonlight before. 




Chapter Fifteen


Draylon’s warm body beckoned, vast planes of muscles rising and falling with each breath. How beautiful he looked in the early dawn light. Could the fact that he slept while Yarif watched him mean, deep down, he trusted Yarif, even a little?  
Yarif shivered, recalling the night before. In some ways it seemed like a stranger took Yarif’s place. Practice and training kicked in. Although the priests taught him the motions, how to read a lover’s body language and please them, their instruction had been clinical, never inspiring lust and never teaching him how to enjoy the experience or ask for what he needed. 
Or what to do when his body demanded now, now, now!
Last night, he’d wanted, needed, and enjoyed. If the tangled sheets slipped down a bit farther, Yarif could ogle Draylon’s thick cock. Was what he and Draylon had enough to base their marriage on? Maybe not, but they were compatible in some ways. Perhaps they’d find common ground in others. 
Either way, they were stuck with each other. Being married to Draylon might not be the death sentence Yarif initially feared. They both claimed to share the same goal of running the kingdom: caring for her people. 
Perhaps now, with a wedding ring firmly on his finger, Yarif would be awarded more freedom. Hadn’t Draylon said he’d return Yarif’s rapier once they wed? With more freedom came more opportunities to run if need be. So far, Draylon had given Yarif no reason to. 
If Draylon stood between Yarif and the emperor, provided the protection he’d sworn to… Well, time would tell. 
Yarif sat on the edge of the bed, untangling snarls in his hair with his fingers. 
One thing for sure: if he kept staring at his new husband, he’d end up back in bed, ignoring his duties. Staying might be nice, but he needed to bathe, dress, check on the children, and get to work finding where the missing grain stores and livestock went. 
His wedding finery felt soft against his skin, and he dressed in the scant light from outside.
Draylon’s a murderer, Yarif told himself. Now wasn’t that a conundrum to work out in his mind? Yes, he’d done better than some abusive old duke who only wanted status or a pretty plaything. Who knew precisely what Draylon wanted? 
The guards said nothing as Yarif slipped into the hallway. Had they heard anything through the door? Or were these even the same two as last night? Yarif didn’t recognize them, but then again, the whole previous day seemed a blur. 
Yarif arrived at his rooms, wanting nothing more than to bathe, then see the twins. “I’m not to be disturbed,” he told his guards, quickly adding, “except for King Draylon.”  As he didn’t see any of the men who usually stood guard in his room, perhaps he really could have a few moments of privacy. Yarif closed the door behind him, turned around, and stopped. The familiar woman he’d seen at the banquet waited in his sitting room. Commander Illa Trandores.
Yarif’s heart stuttered, every fiber of his being screaming, Danger!
He did his best to keep his voice steady. “Commander Illa? What are you doing here? How did you get in?” He’d given strict orders that no one except for the twins enter his room without his permission. 
And now Draylon.
Illa rose from Yarif’s writing desk, not trying to hide that she’d been through personal papers—now scattered about on the surface. How dare she! “Took you long enough,” she sneered. “Did you have fun spreading your legs for the enemy?” 
What? She invaded Yarif’s rooms and dared to take offense? 
“Why are you here?” Yarif barely managed not to growl. He glanced above the fireplace. Oh, right. They’d taken his rapier, and though Draylon said he’d give it back, he hadn’t yet. Yarif didn’t carry a single knife on his person. He’d even lost his boot knife somewhere along the way. Probably when he yanked his boots off and tossed them across the floor last night. Who knew where he left his hairpin? All other weapons were hidden away. 
He hadn’t even slept with one under the pillow. 
“Looking for these?” Illa asked in mocking tones. One by one, in motions nearly too fast to track, she threw Yarif’s knives with deadly accuracy. They whizzed by his head, embedding in the door in a series of thunks. 
Yarif inched toward the door. “I’m not in the habit of repeating myself, so what do you want?” If he screamed, would the guards come running? No. They weren’t his regular guards and likely the commander’s men. Yarif shifted toward the hidden panel instead. He’d played there as a child. He’d quickly lose any pursuers in the warren of passageways even without a lantern. 
“Oh, not much,” she said, tones oozing smug satisfaction. “To start a war, win fame and glory. Go down in the annals of history as the one Emperor Soland depended on to get things done.” Her tone sounded casual. Too casual for someone discussing the deaths of innocent people. 
War. She wanted war, like many of the nobles the emperor recently executed. 
Like Father. Where Yarif had seen Commander Illa before snapped into place. “You met with my brother. He said you were a foreign noble.” Though he’d never said from where. 
Illa switched seamlessly to Delletinian. “Even if I weren’t an amazing actress, I could have fooled that lump of a brother of yours. Your father too.” She cocked her head in a thoughtful gesture. “Hmm… I actually did, didn’t I?”
Yarif narrowed his eyes. “You convinced my father to betray the emperor.”
“It didn’t take much convincing.” Illa grinned, advancing a few steps. “But then a thought occurred to me. Why settle for a dried-up old king of a minor kingdom when I could have an emperor’s backing to gain one of my own?  Once your waste of a father gave the emperor just cause to seize Renvalle, no one faulted him for defending the empire.”
“Then what do you want with me? I’m no longer king.”
“You know, Emperor Soland considered keeping you on the throne, giving you to me as my plaything. At your untimely death, I would have been queen.” Her sinister grin gave Yarif chills. “Oh, you’re going down in history too. As the reason the emperor invaded Delletina and brought the dogs to heel. After all, why be the queen of this backward place when I can rule all of Delletina, as should have been my birthright?”
Birthright? Years ago, when Delletina fought to resist the empire, a king had been deposed, and his family either murdered or scattered. Was this woman with a maniacal glint in her eyes part of the former line?
If so, small wonder they’d been overthrown. 
Keep her talking, keep her talking… Yarif continued backing toward the hidden panel. 
“Oh, don’t even think about escaping.” Illa glowered. 
He jumped when the panel slipped open. Frida emerged, the governess he’d fired. Frida looked right past Yarif. “All is ready, milady.” She smirked in Yarif’s direction.
Illa laughed, the sound sending cold chills down Yarif’s spine. “Good. Now to get our victim.”
Victim? Yarif crouched, assuming a fighting stance. He’d do damage even without knives.
Illa yawned. “Don’t even think your little dances will help you.”
Soldiers poured into the room from the hidden passageway and the door to the hallway. 
Yarif would not go down without a fight. He struck, kicking the closest soldier straight in the gut. Two more came after him. He ducked below the first’s arm, neatly grabbing a knife from the soldier’s belt. Not a sword, but better than nothing. Besides, it looked like they wanted him alive. 
For now. He couldn’t say the same for them. 
He dove and rolled, coming up behind his second opponent. Another kick sent a table flying to bang against the door. Other guards had to overhear. However, they’d heard Yarif practicing before. The current ones were likely the commander’s soldiers anyway. 
A blow to the head sent Yarif staggering. He rolled, regaining his feet, still clutching the knife and wiping blood from a split lip with his free hand. 
With the door and panel blocked, his only choice for escape was the balcony. Or to hope for his husband to check on him. But what help would one man be, even one as impressive as Draylon? Oh, deities! What if the children came? 
No. Yarif lunged, knocking a soldier’s feet from under him. The solder fell, taking out a comrade and loosening his grip on his sword. 
“Thank you!” Yarif grabbed the sword, whipping the knife toward another soldier. The man screamed, collapsing to his knees while gripping the handle of the blade now firmly embedded in his shoulder. 
Damnation. Yarif had aimed for the bastard’s throat. 
Maybe he could make his way to the balcony to shout for help, provided he took Commander Illa hostage. He kicked the desk, driving back three soldiers. More took their places. 
“I want him alive!” Illa shrieked. 
Yarif slashed his way through the men standing between him and escape, the blade unfamiliar and unwieldy in his hand. He needed his rapier. 
Armor slowed the soldier. While Yarif’s filmy garments offered no defense, they allowed him free movement. Parry, thrust, attack, he heard his old mentor coaching. 
Outnumbered, outmatched. Weariness tugged at Yarif’s arms and legs. Panic sank its hooks into him. He wasn’t going to win. 
Another man screamed as Yarif scored a point. He wouldn’t win, but he wouldn’t go easily either. His arm ached from the efforts of such a heavy blade. After this, he’d practice. Get Draylon to teach him. 
If he ever saw Draylon again. 
A crushing blow cracked against Yarif's skull, sending him staggering toward the wall. He swayed, then dropped to his knees. Where? What? Crash! Another blow. The sword slipped from his numb fingers. 
A leering man’s face grew closer. Move! Why couldn’t Yarif move? 
One more blow and the world went black. 




Chapter Sixteen


Draylon felt the dip in the bed as Yarif rose. Last night went better than expected. Yet how much had been real, and how much had Yarif fallen back on training, like steps in a well-rehearsed dance? 
No, Yarif’s pre cum on Draylon’s tongue didn’t lie. Yarif had enjoyed. 
But until he knew what Yarif planned, Draylon lay still, keeping his breathing steady. It would be nice to snuggle in bed a bit longer. Yarif fit so perfectly in Draylon’s arms. Was there a chance last night could be more than a single occurrence? 
Yarif quietly dressed and slipped from the room. Why the sudden heaviness of Draylon’s heart? They weren’t a love match. Each had been forced into this situation, so why suddenly crave a few more precious moments? 
Several times during the night Draylon had awoken to find himself wrapped around Yarif, or Yarif wrapped around him. Sometimes they both woke, made eye contact, then resumed their wedding night. 
After all their intimacy, though, Yarif simply rose and walked away. Why? These were now his rooms too.
What had Draylon expected? They’d done their duty, married, consummated the marriage, and would now go back to living relatively separate lives, save for the occasional required public appearance. 
Yarif had promised to help with the running of the kingdom. Maybe Draylon and Yarif could form a good working relationship, if not a marital one.
Draylon excelled on the battlefield, had defeated many a foe. Had gone against a stubborn emperor but now found himself afraid of making a misstep with his king consort. 
Respect. Yarif wanted respect. He’d already earned some measure of admiration even in a short amount of time. Draylon should let him know. 
Yarif seemed to love the gardens. Maybe the two of them could take a walk there. Draylon could ask about the charities started by Yarif’s mother. Or plans for outings with the children. Being relieved of his position as commander left Draylon with time he didn’t know how to fill. Running a kingdom had to be a busy job—just look at the number of Father’s secretaries—but where to start?
By asking Yarif. 
Draylon bathed, shaved, and once more felt awkward donning civilian clothes, even simple trousers and a tunic. The embroidered garments were a bit much. He’d ask if Yarif and the children wanted company for breakfast. 
Yes. A good enough place to start. 
Draylon strapped on his sword and tucked a knife into his boot. Being king didn’t prevent those loyal to the old regime from planning his demise. 
“Good morning, Your High… Majesty,” one of his guards said as Draylon emerged from the rooms he hoped to share with Yarif. Guards? Did Draylon need defending in what amounted to his new home, however unfamiliar? Another matter to discuss with Yarif. 
Yes, Yarif would know. Unlike some rulers, Draylon planned on listening to his consort’s advice. Of course, Yarif seemed interested in continuing in the day-to-day running of the kingdom, unlike most consorts of Draylon’s acquaintance who spent their days socializing, shopping, or idly lazing. 
Father’s people hadn’t found any evidence of faulty recordkeeping or any hint of wrongdoing on Yarif’s part. Perhaps he was innocent of the transgressions of his kin, or maybe he merely hid his tracks better. 
Draylon traversed the stairs with an extra spring in his step, cautiously approaching Yarif’s door. 
“We heard him practicing again this morning as we came on duty,” one of the guards said. Then he growled, “There were no guards outside the door when we arrived.”
No guards? Draylon would have to report the slight to Rufe. Now that they were wed, even if Yarif chose to stay in his own rooms, having a man inside the rooms should no longer be necessary. If Yarif had planned to act against Draylon, surely he’d have done so by now. 
He didn’t strike one as a patient man. 
However, Yarif was practicing his fighting skills. A good or bad thing after the wedding night? “He’s finished now?” Draylon had no intention of interrupting Yarif’s schedule. 
“Apparently, Your Majesty. All quiet for a while.”
Draylon tapped on the door. No answer and no sound from within. Maybe Yarif napped after their exertions last night and his morning exercise. Maybe better to try again later.
No. Draylon needed to see Yarif now. If he slept, Draylon would apologize—and maybe ask to join him. After the third time Draylon knocked, he tried the door handle. Locked. 
“Unlock this door,” he commanded. The guards hurried to comply. The eerie sense of wrongness he’d long ago learned to listen to urged Draylon on. 
He pushed the door open…
Broken vases, an overturned table, and blood on the floor. Blood? Had Yarif hurt himself? Where was he? Draylon darted into the bedroom, then peered into the wardrobe. Nothing. 
He whirled on the guards. “You’re sure he didn’t leave this room.”
“Positive, Your Majesty. At least, not by the door.” 
Draylon dashed to the balcony. The doors were locked from the inside. Yarif couldn’t have left that way, even though a drop from the third floor into the bushes below likely wouldn’t kill him. 
“Find Captain Rufe,” Draylon snapped. “Send him to me. Check the children’s rooms, but don’t say or do anything to alarm them.”
One guard left. The other took up a position inside the door. 
Draylon dropped down to investigate the blood, some droplets, some spattered, and a few larger pools, smeared by boots. 
Rufe stormed through the door, then stopped, swiveling his neck to take in the wreckage of the room. “What happened?”
“I don’t know. Yarif is gone, and there were no guards at his door when the morning shift arrived.”
The first guard returned with a fiftyish woman in tow. “I found her lurking in the hallway.” He gave her arm a shake. “Tell him what you told me.”
The woman trembled but managed a curtsey. “Prince Yarif hasn’t been to see the children this morning, as is his custom. The children asked me to check on him. I know nothing of his whereabouts, I swear.”
While Yarif might leave Draylon, he wouldn’t leave his brother and sister. “Thank you. Please return and watch your charges. Say nothing to them of their brother’s disappearance.” Draylon nodded to the guard who’d brought the woman. “Add additional guards to their door.”
He turned to find Rufe kneeling next to a bloody puddle. “There was a fight. Maybe the guards outside came in to defend Yarif from an attacker.”
“If so, where are they? If someone was here, how did they get in? Or out? 
Had the missing guards taken Yarif? What could they want with him? Draylon searched the rooms, under beds, behind furniture, heart pounding out a frantic beat. What did he expect? For Yarif to hide like a child playing games?  
Draylon once visited an ancient castle that had withstood many battles. Passageways in the walls allowed the family to escape during sieges. This castle was old. Perhaps the builders added such safeguards.
If so, that explained why Yarif stayed in this particular room. “Rufe!”
Rufe paused his questioning the guards, and returned to Draylon’s side. “Yes?”
“The day we took the castle, didn’t you find Yarif defending this room?”
“Yes. We believed it to be a ruse as the children were found later with their governess, trying to escape.”
“The governess brought them to us out in the courtyard.”
Rufe stroked his chin. “Interesting.” 
“Could an escape be built into this room that leads outside?” Draylon scanned the walls, hoping to spot something out of place.
Rufe appraised the room with a sweeping gaze. “I wouldn’t rule out the possibility.”
“Find the governess you spoke with. I want to talk to her.”
“Yarif fired her.”
“For possibly revealing his secret?” Draylon would have done the same. “Still, see if you can find her. Bring me a stone mason. If anyone can find irregularities in stonework, I’m sure they can.”
Rufe turned his appraisal on Draylon. “What will you be doing?”
“Whatever I can.” The bed wasn’t rumpled, nor was Yarif’s wedding attire anywhere to be seen. Draylon asked the guard, “When did you hear him practicing?” No, not practicing. Fighting off attackers. 
“We took over right when the previous watch ended.”
“No one entered?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
The bastards must’ve been waiting to attack the moment Yarif arrived. Which meant someone allowed them in. Draylon occupied himself scrutinizing the walls. The right side wall adjoined another chamber. “What’s on the other side of this wall?”
“We’ve already checked there. It’s an empty room.”
Draylon examined the room. No signs of struggle. A window occupied the left wall of Yarif’s main room. The back wall abutted the exterior castle wall, the most likely place for a secret door unless the floor hid access to a passageway. 
Rufe returned. “They found the governess,” he said, slightly out of breath. “Or rather, they found her body lying in a ditch with her throat cut.” 
Had Yarif sought vengeance? No. Not his style. He had the authority to jail the woman for treason if he chose. She’d lost her life as a way to keep her quiet, most likely. 
Time. They were wasting precious time. Every second allowed kidnappers to get farther and farther away with Yarif. No, not simply Yarif, but Draylon’s husband. 
A thought occurred to him. “Someone fetch May from the kitchens.” She likely knew more about the goings on at Renvalle Castle than anyone save Yarif.  Draylon paced the floor, studying the wall. 
May appeared red-faced, puffing for air and smelling of apples and cinnamon. “You summoned me, Your Maj… Your Hi… Draylon.” She tilted her head to the side. “What should I call you now?”
“If you can help me, call me anything you like.”
“How can I help you? I’m just a cook.”
“Yes, but you know things, and you’ve worked in the castle for years, haven’t you?”
May drew back her shoulders, chin lifted. “Since I was a wee slip of a girl.”
Now to find out the depth of Draylon and May’s budding friendship. “If there were passageways in the walls, you’d know about them, wouldn’t you?”
May paled. Even so, she planted her hands on her ample hips, digging in to defend Yarif’s secrets. 
Draylon’s patience wore thin. “I’m not asking you to betray Yarif’s confidence, but he’s been taken from this room. He didn’t go out the door.”
“Taken?” May paled further, wobbling a little on her feet. 
Draylon put out a hand to catch her if she fell. “Yes. The sooner I find out where they took him, the sooner I can get Yarif back.”
May narrowed her eyes. “It’s no secret you didn’t want this marriage. What if you’ve done something to him? Or what if he’s run away?”
Draylon swept out a hand, indicating the ransacked room. “There’re signs of struggle. His jewels are in his room. The only thing missing is him.” He growled. “Stop wasting my time! He’s gone, and I mean to get him back.”
May wrung her hands, staring at the floor. 
Draylon dropped his voice. “Please, May. Help me.”
May glanced up, meeting Draylon’s gaze. “Everyone else must leave. I’ll speak to none but you.”
“Out!” Draylon commanded.
Rufe herded the guards out, glancing over his shoulder as he left the room. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 
May stalked over to the fireplace the moment she and Draylon were alone and lifted one side of the mantel, revealing a space large enough for a hand. She pushed, and a panel beside the fireplace opened. “Bring a lantern.”
Draylon did as told, following May. Footprints in the dust told of many feet passing. Down, down, down he and May went, blackness surrounding them. The passageway split at several points. Draylon and May continued following the prints. Finally, faint hints of light shone ahead. May shoved open a door above her head, climbed a rickety ladder, and sneezed. Draylon climbed up behind her. The stables. They were in the stables. 
Or rather, a long-abandoned stable, judging by the overall sense of disuse and heavy coating of dust.
“These haven’t been used in years,” May explained. “Someone had to show the bastards this passageway.” 
Two bodies lay in a corner. Draylon rushed over, gently turning the first man. One of Yarif’s guards. The other’s unmistakable red hair marked him as Yarif’s other guard. Blood pooled beneath their bodies, from a sword wound to the gut. 
Draylon stood, wiping dust from his hands. Fresh hoofprints marred the dirt outside the building. Along with a bridle, emblazoned with a “G”. Gryphon! Someone had taken Gryphon!
Draylon charged out of the stable, giving two high-pitched whistles. Please let them be close enough for Gryphon to hear. After a moment, he tried again. Pounding hoofbeats sounded. His black stallion charged through the deserted lane, dragging something behind him. 
Gryphon slowed, whinnying as he approached. The lifeless remains of a woman hung from one stirrup. She must have fallen and gotten stuck. 
Her clothes were bloody and torn, but her tunic was black, emblazoned with a white goat. 
The symbol of Delletina’s army. 




Chapter Seventeen


Draylon wasted no time on power games. He barked, “Go get Commander Illa!” to one of Father’s guards, stormed past the usual cadre of secretaries, and into the office Father had claimed. 
“But, but… Your Majesty!” a strutting little peacock of a secretary called out. 
Draylon ignored him. “Father. Yarif is missing.”
Father rolled his eyes upward from behind a massive desk. “Perhaps he wasn’t happy with the marriage. Are you aware if he had a lover? Was last night… unpleasant for him?”
Trust Father to view the rest of the world through his own arrogant, selfish, and twisted views. “All evidence says he’s been kidnapped. His room has been ransacked and I found his guards’ bodies in an abandoned stable. I’ve got men out there now.”
“What!” The outrage was there, the righteous indignation, but something was off about the eyes…
Draylon told Father what he’d found in Yarif’s rooms, leaving out the part about the secret passageway—for now. 
Father slammed a hand down onto the desk. “Delletina’s behind this. They won’t go unpunished.”
Good, at least Father agreed with Draylon on that point. “I sent for Commander Illa.” And didn’t that just raise Draylon’s hackles when he needed to enlist her help. 
Father nodded. “They have taken an Aravaid. This is an act of war!”
Something about the situation seemed off. “But what if it’s not Delletina, but a faction who wants us to think it is?”
“I have spies, Draylon. I will get to the bottom of this.”
"There are signs of fighting. His guards are dead. Someone tried to take Gryphon. He brought back their bloody corpse.” Which again raised Draylon’s hackles. “I’ve sent someone to the stables to find out who’s been near my horse.”
“I’ll send a force, but know we cannot leave the castle unguarded. We’ll need more reinforcements.”
“Father!” Draylon slammed his hand down on the desk. “We’re wasting time. We need to pursue now! I’ll lead the forces myself.”
“You will do no such thing. Now, more than ever, you are needed here. If Delletina has him, they don’t need you too.” Father’s voice took on a pleading tone, which it never did. “You are king now, and my son. They’ve already insulted us by taking your spouse. I’ll send Commander Illa with a small contingent and summon more soldiers from Glendor.”
“Glendor? It will take them a week to get here. We must act now.” Why could the dratted man not see the importance of rescuing Yarif? 
“I forbid you from leaving this castle. It’s not safe.”
It certainly hadn’t been safe for Yarif. Someone had gotten past a full cadre of guards. However, Draylon had spent the last few years of his life in one battle after another, whether large or small. He was the most qualified to lead any rescue attempts. “Father, I have reason to believe someone inside the castle had a hand in this. Yarif is my consort. I must go after him.” How would it look to Renvallians if appropriate action wasn’t taken? Not that keeping up appearances figured into Draylon’s decision. 
Anger suffused Father’s face, his scowl a frightening thing. “And do you truly know that he didn’t leave on his own? To some he is innocent, to others a traitor. He possibly has familial ties with the Delletina royal family. We must retrieve him, without his consent, if needs be.”
Yarif hadn’t run away. He wouldn’t. Not and leave his younger brother and sister. “Yarif isn’t a traitor, he didn’t run away, and if you look hard enough, you’ll find that the royals of many kingdoms have ties. Isn’t mother the great-great niece of a Delletinian marquess?”
“All the more reason for you not to leave the castle. Your absence will give the people time to speculate.” Father stood, employing his best royal glower. “I’ll confine you to your quarters if I must.”
Commander Illa appeared in the doorway, sketching a stiff salute. “Your Majesties. You sent for me.” 
Father deflated somewhat, turning to face Illa. “Commander, there is reason to believe that the king consort has been taken. Have the castle searched and dispatch troops immediately. I want him found and brought back.”
Once more Draylon told the tale, in more detail, mentioning the old stables but not how he got there. 
Illa’s face remained neutrally blank throughout the telling. 
Father nodded to Illa. “Get him back.”
“The Delletinian bastards will pay, Your Majesty.” Illa executed an about-face and marched out the door.
“I’m going. Either with guards at my back or alone.” Draylon spun on his heel and stalked from the room, nearly knocking Rufe off his feet. Funny how Rufe knew where to be. “Someone wants us to believe Delletina is responsible.”
“You don’t think they are.” Rufe hurried to keep up with Draylon’s longer strides. 
“I called Gryphon. He returned with what appeared to be a Delletina soldier caught in one stirrup.” 
“Dead?”
“Yes.”
Rufe winced. “Dragged to death. What a horrible way to die.”
Though Draylon had only briefly examined the body before seeking out Father, pieces started fitting—or not fitting—into place. “She didn’t. Die like that, I mean.” He compared the mental image with soldiers he witnessed falling on the battlefield. Blood, but not a lot, mostly darkened by time. 
“What are you saying?”
“Her corpse was dead at least a day, and what kind of soldier has smooth hands? Not the first callus.” She hadn’t been armed either, which Draylon initially thought meant she’d lost her weapons during Gryphon’s flight. Someone knew of Gryphon’s training, that he’d return to his master. Bringing a misdirection with him. 
Rufe dropped his voice to a harsh whisper. “Someone is determined to make us think Delletina is responsible.”
Draylon nodded. “Father insisted I not go looking for Yarif. He sent Commander Illa.”
“You don’t trust her.” A statement, not a question. Any minute now, Rufe would offer to go alone if necessary. “You’re no longer commander. If your father wants you to stay, you’ll stay.” 
“Not necessarily.” Draylon led the way back to Yarif’s rooms, telling the guards, “We’re not to be disturbed.” He closed and locked the door, then stalked to the fireplace, mimicking May’s actions from earlier to open the hidden door. “Grab a lantern and follow me.” Why had no one noticed the ample supply of lanterns? They must think Yarif read late into the night. 
Draylon would trust Rufe with the knowledge of a hidden passageway. Until he knew who else to trust, best to keep secrets.
They remained quiet while navigating the narrow stairs, then emerged in the old stables, careful not to be observed by guards milling around. Two stocky men loaded the bodies into a cart.  
A young lieutenant approached. “Your Majesty, only our own people were seen around your horse this morning. No one suspicious.”
At this point, in Draylon’s opinion, their own people were suspicious. 
Rufe checked with the captain examining the bodies, giving a sharp nod and returning to Draylon, one eyebrow raised. 
“Follow me.” Draylon waited until no one noticed them and led the way down a narrow path where May stood with two horses: Gryphon and one Draylon didn’t recognize, saddled and ready. 
“I’ve packed provisions and had trusted maids collect your armor,” May said. “Captain, I couldn’t get your horse without raising suspicions. This mare belongs to a local trainer. She’s fast and sure-footed. I told him we’d return her. Now go, get our Yarif back.” She pointed across the field. “There’s a gate in that direction. No doubt the guard is either dead or part of the scheme. A watchman spied horses running west. Good luck.”
With May's help, Draylon and Rufe donned their armor and climbed into their saddles. “Thank you. I won’t forget this.” Draylon gave a curt nod. Yes, he’d been right in befriending May. “Keep a watch on the children, please.”
“There’s no need to tell me that. I’ll have their governess remove them from the castle if needs be. Now go! Stick to the edge of the woods where you can’t be seen. Follow the stream. It’ll take you right to the gate.”
Draylon gave a bow, then wheeled Gryphon, giving the stallion his head. Hoofbeats behind him said Rufe kept up. 
Though Draylon kept watch, only a single horse took to the trail from the main gate—Commander Illa’s, heading west. Where were her troops? Or did she not intend to send any? In defiance of Father, or with his knowledge? After all, the highest power in the land couldn’t openly ignore such a threat to the empire. 
Then again, maybe she rode to catch up with whoever had Yarif. 
If they didn’t get Yarif back and prove Delletina’s innocence, they’d be at war. If Delletina was responsible, may the gods have mercy on them, for Draylon wouldn’t.  




Chapter Eighteen


Draylon and Rufe rode hard, ever watchful for pursuers. The kidnappers made no effort to conceal their direct trail to Delletina.  
Either they were totally incompetent or intentionally left traces. Didn’t they know that Rufe and Draylon could easily track them? 
Draylon’s blood ran cold when he found a strand of long blond hair hanging from a shrub. He dismounted, approaching slowly. The strand held waves, like Yarif’s had when he released his braid. Draylon twirled the lock around his finger, tightening his hand into a fist. “They’ve been here. This is Yarif’s.” The kidnappers were taunting him.
“They know we’re following.”
“So it would seem.” If they’d taken Yarif against his will, they would pay. If Yarif was running away… Draylon didn’t for a minute believe he’d leave the children or his people. 
So, Draylon continued his quest. They rode from sunup to sundown, resting as little as possible. 
On the third day, Draylon caught a glint of metal. He barely reined Gryphon in before an archer stepped from the trees, arrow nocked. “What business have you here, Commander Draylon?” She wore the blue and gold of Glendor. 
Then there was a Glendor presence here. Why?  The woman looked vaguely familiar. Oh, yes. Draylon had seen her on the training field. “Corporal Crees?” 
Crees’ lips turned up ever so slightly at the corners. “It’s Sergeant Crees now, sir.”
“Congratulations, Sergeant. Are you here in an official capacity?” Of course, she was, or Draylon would be dead by now. 
Sergeant Crees confirmed with a nod. 
“Who is in command here?” Draylon searched the trees for more uniforms. 
“Commander Vihaan.”
Vihaan himself? Their assignment must be of the utmost importance.  
Sergeant Crees saluted with an arm across her chest. “How may I serve, Commander?”
Draylon dismounted, motioning Rufe to do the same. “Take me to Commander Vihaan.”
“As you wish.” Sergeant Crees whistled twice. Whistles from two locations answered her. She led Draylon and Rufe into the forest along a narrow trail. The sun hit zenith and began its descent before Draylon caught traces of woodsmoke and muted conversations while dodging low branches and leading Gryphon. 
Sergeant Crees stopped to whistle twice, resuming at an answering whistle. 
The path opened onto a clearing filled with tents, cooking fires, and soldiers. Many stared as Draylon and Rufe strode by. Some saluted, so they must have knowledge of Draylon’s rank, even out of uniform, as he and Rufe both were, though their armor was obviously high quality. Some had served the empire's combined forces when Draylon acted as high commander. 
Sergeant Crees stopped before a tent far larger than the others and poked her head in. “Commander Vihaan, Commander Draylon Aravaid and one of his captains to see you.”
So, the sergeant recognized Rufe too. Draylon fought shoulder to shoulder with Glendoran soldiers on occasion, but most instances occurred before this woman reached an age to join the forces. 
The commander strode out, a tall, imposing mountain of a man with graying brown hair, an impressively full mustache and beard, and shoulders wide enough to push the edges of the tent opening. He spotted Draylon and grinned, speaking heavily accented Cormiran, a required language for anyone seeking promotion to a rank above sergeant. “Commander. You’ve come to coordinate with us? Do we finally have orders?”
“Coordinate?” Orders? 
Vihaan’s grin fell. “Come into my tent. We need to talk.” He motioned to Sergeant Crees. “Take care of their horses.”
Draylon relinquished Gryphon’s reins and followed Vihaan into the tent, grateful to be out of the saddle, if only temporarily. Discomfort meant nothing next to Yarif’s safety. Rufe followed. 
Maps lay spread out on a table with several officers gathered around. “Leave us,” Vihann told them. The moment they left, Vihaan collapsed into a chair, indicating two more nearby. Draylon and Rufe sat. 
“You had no idea we were here, did you?” Vihaan began. 
“No, we didn’t. But as of two days ago, I’m no longer commander.” However, Draylon definitely had been commander whenever someone ordered troops to the Delletina border.
Vihaan gave a half smile. “Oh, yes. You’re a king now, aren’t you? We received a runner a week ago. I believe Captain Illa took your place.” He spat out the name. “I can think of a dozen officers who’d do a better job.” He nodded toward Rufe. "You’d be at the top of my list, Captain.”
Rufe inclined his head, a faint hint of pink tinging his cheeks. 
Vihaan focused his deep blue gaze on Draylon. “One month past, we were sent here to watch the Delletina border. Something about a threat to the imperial family.”
One month past and Draylon would have been fully occupied with the siege of Renvalle. “I was not informed.” Which he considered an insult, as he’d been commander of the Cormiran troops at the time and should have been informed. 
Vihaan tapped fingers against his leg. “We’re waiting for word to proceed.”
“Proceed to what?”
Vihaan lifted a bushy brow. “Why, invasion, of course. I was told we’d soon have proof of Delletina’s plans to declare war.” 
Invade? They’d been here a month. Planning this campaign must’ve taken weeks. Cormira had only gotten word a little over two months ago about King Lleval’s treachery. Hadn’t they? As commander, Draylon should know every detail. 
Yet he hadn’t been apprised. Only one person had the authority to make that happen.
The Glendor forces also received a runner a week ago. It was a hard three-day ride to Renvalle, and Draylon himself hadn’t known a week ago that he’d be named king. “Are you sure that’s when the runner came?”
“Quite sure.” Vihaan choked out a laugh. “When you’re counting the days until you can return home, time doesn’t escape your notice.” His eyes twinkled with humor. 
Someone knew what would happen before Draylon. This invasion had to be weeks in the planning if not months. No doubt Glendor wasn’t the only kingdom under Father’s control to send soldiers. 
Yet he’d said he’d send for reinforcements from Glendor to replace the troops Illa was supposed to have taken with her. 
Father planned to invade Delletina. Had he somehow known Lleval would betray him? Or that King Lleval and Crown Prince Barostian would be killed? 
Threat to the imperial family. 
“Have you seen Commander Illa or any other Cormiran riders through this way?” 
Vihaan shook his head. “Sentries spotted two dozen riders to the west this very morning moving toward Delletina. Didn’t make a big effort to hide either. They weren’t riding in formation or wearing Cormiran colors. Our orders are not to leave here or send out riders other than for messaging until we received word from the imperial throne.”
Those were some odd orders. Indeed, riders headed for an unfriendly country should be investigated. “Kidnappers have taken King Lleval’s son.” No need to give too many details until Draylon knew where Vihaan stood. They’d had limited dealings, but their interactions had always been friendly. 
“I’m surprised the emperor didn’t have him put to death. Weren’t King Lleval and King Niam of Delletina plotting against the emperor? Perhaps the coward ran toward allies.”
Draylon couldn’t stop a growl. Vihaan showed his hand. Draylon kept his tone even though he wanted to bark out Yarif’s defense. “When I became king of Renvalle, Prince Yarif became King Consort.” 
“A traitor’s son?” Vihaan let out a snort of disgust. “You should be rejoicing he’s gone.”
Rufe grabbed Draylon before Draylon could attack. “He’s my husband. I swore to protect him and intend to get him back.” What happened after that, who could say?
Vihaan held his hands in front of him in a placating gesture. “My apologies, Your Majesty. I had no idea you had feelings for him. You’d venture into Delletina alone? Just the two of you? Your father allowed this?”
“My father forbade me.” Draylon scowled. He might not find support in this camp, but no one would stop him either. “You can try to detain me at your own risk.” 
Vihaan gave a crafty smile. “Detain you for what? You were separated from your honor guard during the heat of a fight with bandits.” He shrugged. “Or they were killed. As this pertains to a tricky diplomatic matter, I hope you understand that I can’t send my troops and risk an incident with a hostile country.” 
What a relief. Vihaan wouldn’t try to stop Draylon’s efforts. “I understand and would expect no less. You have your own troops to look after and your own orders. I simply want safe passage through your camp and the information you’ve provided.” 
Vihaan continued as though Draylon hadn’t spoken. “I happen to have several bands of mercenaries retained for more… delicate operations, with no ties to the Glendor throne. If a few of their number were to leave my employ for yours, well, the only stipulation of our agreement is that they don’t leave us for the enemy.”
“Any you can spare, and who can be trusted, will be most welcome. It must be a small group. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves and must travel fast. What about your orders?”
“I have six individuals in mind, each with skills I feel will benefit you. About the orders”—Vihaan winked— “as the emperor’s son, your orders are imperial.”
Draylon dipped his head. “I would be in your debt.”
Vihaan waved him off. “Think nothing of it. We soldiers must look out for each other. Besides, we ride under the same banner when the empire rallies its forces.” 
“True.” Though usually, Draylon decided what kind of fighting force to send and from which kingdom.
“I cannot believe Illa Trandores was named commander.” Vihaan shook his shaggy head. He had definitely been here in the wilds long enough to have grown out his standard military haircut. “Her record isn’t exactly accomplished.” The grizzled old warrior leaned forward in his seat, voice barely audible. “Is there a possibility that Commander Illa herself took him?”
It appeared Draylon wasn’t the only one who doubted Illa’s motives. Her getting a hasty promotion, leaving the day Yarif disappeared. Illa was recently assigned to the Delletina border and could have acquired uniforms. 
And bodies. 
Draylon shook his head. “I wouldn’t rule out the possibility. But if what you say is true, she’s not riding with trained soldiers.” Illa was on a mission ordered by the emperor, though hadn’t taken any Cormiran soldiers. No, nothing suspicious there at all. Ice flowed through Draylon’s veins. Father had always been ruthless, willing to sacrifice any life but his own for “the greater good,” but would he actually stoop so low? 
“Why take him to Delletina?” Rufe asked. 
If Father orchestrated Yarif’s kidnapping, was he trying to prove Yarif a traitor or implicate Delletina in the plot? 
Reason for invasion. 
An unfamiliar voice spoke from the tent flap. “Because if the king consort is killed by Delletina operatives it gives Emperor Soland motive to invade. Even his council cannot protest.”
Draylon looked up into the gray eyes of an imposing woman, shaven head covered in swirling black tattoos. Ink also wrapped her bulging arms, marred in places by blade scars. Her dark skin and intricate artwork proclaimed her of a Southern Island tribe. 
Vihaan stood. “Your Majesty, I’d like to introduce Captain Jayra. I won’t embarrass myself by attempting to pronounce her family name. Southern Islanders put letters together in ways incomprehensible to Glendorans. Captain Jayra, His Majesty Draylon Aravaid, King of Renvalle and prince of the Cormiran empire.”
Draylon winced. The title would take some getting used to if he didn’t find a way to lose it entirely. 
Jayra saluted. “Your Majesty.” Her voice contained a bit of an island lilt. 
“What did you mean by the consort being killed?” Wouldn’t Yarif be held for ransom? 
“Think about it. What better way to get the people up in arms than to kill your mate?” Jayra stalked into the tent like a sleek cat. 
While the people of Renvalle might support Yarif, the remainder of the empire might now as well, if they felt slighted. “But he’s known as the son of a traitor.” 
“Who has done no traitorous acts of his own,” Rufe supplied. 
“There are suspicions that Yarif’s father might conspire with Delletina. Why would an ally have him killed?” Unless they needed to silence someone who knew too much. In Yarif’s meticulously kept records, nothing hinted at wrongdoing by anyone other than King Lleval and Prince Barostian. Oh, how Draylon hated court intrigue.
Jayra shared a glance with Rufe, something unspoken passing between them. “Because those riders might have worn Delletina colors, but few appeared to have military training. All spoke Cormiran.”
“How do you know?”
Jayra’s lips pulled back into a smile, revealing straight, even teeth. “Our orders said not to pursue, but if a soldier happened to be in the woods gathering, say, mushrooms or herbs for the stewpot and happened to be going the same direction as the riders…” Jayra smirked at Commander Vihaan. “With my commander’s permission, of course.”
“I do love mushrooms,” Vihaan supplied, “and what kind of commander would I be if I didn’t keep a watch on the comings and goings of a country I’m expected to invade?”
Draylon would’ve done the same in their positions. He liked Jayra already. Vihaan won a bit more respect too. 
“Did you see Yarif? He’s tall, blond, and ridiculously beautiful.”
“There was a thin blond man with no armor. To him, the leader, a woman, spoke Renvallian.”
Draylon's heart clenched in his chest. “Does this leader have short brown hair, walk with a swagger, rides a roan mare?”
“Yes. She’s one of the few with military bearing.”
Relief flooded Draylon. At least Yarif still lived. “They’re not far ahead of us. We can catch them.”
Vihaan gestured to Jayra. “She’ll accompany you. Jay, choose five of your most reliable mercenaries. I believe you know the ones I mean. As soon as Dray… His Majesty and Captain Rufe are fed and rested, you’ll ride.”
“But… we can’t let them get ahead of us. We must go now.” Every second put Yarif farther away. 
“No.” Vihaan held up a hand to ward off protests. “The brigands must rest as well and hunt for so big a party. They can’t have brought enough provisions for a two-week journey if they’re heading for the capital.”
Provisions. Something Yarif had said came to mind. “Have you been helping yourself to village stores?”
“Yes. Though we’re careful not to leave them with nothing.”
Yarif said many villages reported missing stores. “You’re not the only force along the border, I’m thinking.”
“Right you are, Your Majesty. The empire is braced for a full invasion, although those words are not currently being used. We’re called a defensive force in official communication but have been supplied maps, albeit old ones, of Delletina.” Vihaan stretched his long legs out in front of him. “While I’m one for following orders, I have no intention of sending troops to their deaths without knowing what we’re up against and why we fight.”
“I must go. I’ve preparations to make.” Jayra clapped her arm over her chest in a salute once more, this time to Vihaan, Draylon, and Rufe in turn, then strode out of the tent. 
Vihaan kept his voice low. “You are Dray and Rufe, common enough names in the empire. We don’t want to escalate matters further if someone is already plotting a way to force a war. I’m afraid you’ll have to leave your armor and fine horse, Your Majesty, but I’ll provide suitable weapons, mounts, and arms. You’ll be members of a party led by Jayra. From here on out, use no titles. Take nothing with you to show your true identity or your wealth.”
Draylon knew the routine, having spied before, but he’d not slept since Yarif was taken and, for the first time, couldn’t push aside personal feelings to focus on his mission. 
Yarif had done everything asked of him, receiving relatively little in return. He didn’t deserve to be kidnapped and used as leverage. 
To start a war. 
In the background, behind this whole ordeal, lurked Father’s spidery shadow. 




Chapter Nineteen


The hours on horseback jarred Yarif’s bones, his hands tied before him and a big smelly brute at his back. Gentle hills gave way on the fifth day to steeper terrain, then to the mountains Yarif used to admire from his window coming into clearer view. It might be a grand adventure if he wasn’t pretty certain he’d die at the end.  
The horses in front of him stopped. 
Illa wheeled her horse around, holding up a hand. “We’ll make camp here.” 
Yarif had never slept outside in his life before his abduction unless one counted the temple courtyard where he’d fallen asleep learning about the stars. The brute dismounted, pulling Yarif along with him. 
Illa brushed dirt from her ill-fitting Delletinian uniform, snapping at two of her men in Cormiran. “Strip his tunic and tie him to that tree.”
What? Tie who? Rough hands grabbed Yarif, answering his question.
He fought, but his waning strength was no match for two men who augmented their rations with his own. His head still hurt days after his attack. What had they hit him with? The two men ripped his ill-used tunic. Yarif shivered. Cold, so cold already. Now, without a tunic and tied with his arms above his head. 
This couldn’t be good. Illa strode forward, one side of her mouth lifted in a smirk. In her hands, she held a whip. Deities. She planned to whip him. Why? What had he done to her? 
Illa disappeared out of view behind him. He braced, but the lash didn’t come. When at last he relaxed…
Snap! Fire sizzled over his back. His screams echoed off the mountains, his knees buckling, leaving him hanging by his wrists. 
“Pick him up,” Illa shouted. “We can’t have him dislocating his shoulders—yet.”
Once more, the lash carved into Yarif’s skin. “Ahhh!” 
Illa laughed. “Not too tough now, are you, little princeling?”
Laughter rang out, along with shouts of “Harder!” and “Not so royal now, are you?”
Lash after lash rained down. Yarif’s consciousness faded out for a few moments, only be brought back to agonizing life. At last, the two men untied him, lowering him to the ground. Yarif panted, his back on fire and muscles aching. 
“Why?” was all he could get out when Illa crouched beside him. 
Illa snarled, “Who are you to question me? But if you really want to know, the damage to your body must show to be done over time. When you’re found, Renvalle must believe that you were tortured repeatedly for days. Mere killing would be too easily forgotten.” 
She lifted Yarif’s chin with the coils of her whip. He shuddered and tried to pull away, but Illa grabbed him by the hair, holding him in place. Her blood-chilling smile would haunt his dreams. “Years from now, they’ll still tell the story of the poor tortured Renvallian prince. We’re sending a message.”
A message? 
She stalked away, only to return, knife in hand. She yanked back what remained of his hair…
[image: image-placeholder]Yarif lay on his side, pretending to sleep, though the pain wouldn’t allow him to rest. He’d read in books about whippings, some that resulted in death. His could have been much worse. Illa wanted him alive and not too badly damaged—for now. 
At least he hadn’t been whipped in two days, though he had no delusions that he wouldn’t be beaten again. 
While Yarif had ridden on horseback many times, he’d never ridden so far, so fast. Or traveled strapped across a horse’s back after a whipping. Illa took great joy in wielding the lash and made him watch as she threw his hair on the fire.
His wedding ring hung from a leather thong around her neck. 
She intended to make him suffer, then leave him for someone to find. Find him, or find his lifeless body? 
If Draylon cares for me, even a little bit, please let him make her pay. And keep her from doing the same to another. 
Illa, the commander of the emperor’s forces, spoke Renvallian to Yarif but already knew he spoke Delletinian. However, to the rest, she spoke Cormiran, though they wore Delletinian uniforms. Based on the old bloodstains, they’d been taken from soldiers who no longer needed them. 
Her swearing at her subordinates under her breath in Delletinian and Renvallian might mean they didn’t understand those languages. So, they weren’t from Renvalle or Delletina. 
May the deities punish them for robbing the dead for those uniforms. And for taking Yarif from his home. For what purpose? Illa boasted of her connection to the Delletinian throne but didn’t mention Yarif’s ties there. Was it possible she didn’t know? Mother’s family had done their best to keep others from learning the truth.
Did the king of Delletina know about this woman? How she played kings and countries against each other? Yarif heard her mention “when we get to Wren” to the man who appeared to be her top lieutenant—a Cormiran deserter based on overheard conversation. 
The campfire crackled at Yarif’s back. He tuned out the moaning of at least two people coupling on the ground, reminding him of his one night with Draylon, though Draylon never strayed far from his mind. 
Yarif and his captors entered the mountains proper yesterday, and the air grew chilly at night. Those from Cormira used to the heat of their homeland complained about what they considered cold, the rocky, uneven terrain that forced them to lead their horses rather than ride, and the thinness of the air, prone to cause headaches.
At least Yarif wasn’t draped over a horse now, shaken until his guts ached, though his thin blanket smelled of horse and unwashed brute
His guts now ached for different reasons. Commander Illa ordered her underlings to feed him and give him water, which he only received if she watched. When she turned her back, the jeering would-be soldiers divided Yarif’s portion among themselves, leaving him parched, hungry, hurting, and weak. 
Or perhaps it was Commander Illa’s intent to make herself appear to be helping. standing between Yarif and those who would take his life. He’d read of fighting units using such tactics to capture a person’s mind as surely as their body. 
Beat them, then offer comfort, breaking their spirit. Then send them home where they’d be tattooed, viewed with suspicion. Or even disowned. 
He must hold on. While he’d never met the king of Delletina that he recalled, if Commander Illa intended to turn Yarif over to the court there, he’d possibly receive much better treatment. 
But what if there’d been a coup and King Niam, known as a compassionate ruler, no longer sat on the throne?
Was Draylon pursuing, trying to get Yarif back? Yarif scoffed at his fanciful notions. No, Draylon and the emperor had accomplished what they’d set out to do—put Draylon on the throne and have Yarif willingly give up control of Renvalle. 
Yarif stared at the stars. Deities lived among the shimmering lights, or so he’d been told while still in the nursery. If only they’d look down, see his misery, and help him. 
Why would they? He couldn’t possibly be important enough for a deity to concern themselves with, not even the Goddess of Misery.
“I know you’re awake,” Illa said, laying her bedroll beside Yarif’s. 
Yarif remained quiet. What game did she intend to play now? Couldn’t she sleep anywhere else?
“You know your husband isn’t coming for you, don’t you?” she purred.
Yes, Yarif did, deep in his heart, yet he still hoped. 
“The emperor forbade him. You’re on your own, little princeling.” 
King consort, but Yarif didn’t correct her. 
“You’re only alive because of me,” Commander Illa boasted. “My men would sooner kill you than see your arrogant face one more day.”
Arrogant? 
She laughed. “This time next year, I’ll be seated on my own throne, beholden to no man. Never again will I have to pretend some foolish man is wise and powerful to get what I want. Or have your pig of a father grunting over me. Though he was so easily swayed by a pretty face.”  Illa paused, likely giving the suggestion time to sink in. 
Father and Illa? 
“Women shouldn’t be subject to men,” Illa continued. “We serve in the military. I’m a commander!” Grumbling from around them at least made her lower her voice. “You don’t know what it’s like to be treated as a pawn, coming from a once-powerful family, constantly reminded of your ancestors’ failings.”
Don’t I? 
“I will be queen without a king and never have to serve anyone again.”
Why did she insist on telling Yarif her wild delusions night after night? Illa rambled on while Yarif lay in the darkness, planning. 
Lack of food and water left him too weak to run and nowhere to run to anyway, not knowing his surroundings. Though even if he fled and died, he’d take pleasure in denying this scheming commander her prize. 
Once more, he pretended to sleep when a nightwatchman approached Illa.
“What is it?” she snapped, sitting up in her bedroll.
“Our scouts spotted a camp behind us.” The man spoke in Cormiran
“How many?” Illa snapped. 
“Seven or eight people.”
“How far?”
“A half-day’s ride.”
“Are they wearing uniforms?”
“No, milady.”
“Damn it! Don’t you know how to give a report? Must I pull every bit of information out of you? Tell me, do they have horses?”
“Yes, milady.” The man kept his head bowed, voice a bit wavering. Illa commanded through fear, not respect. 
Illa sighed and rolled her eyes. “It’s so hard to find good lackeys. Is there a huge black horse among their mounts?” 
“No, milady. Just sturdy mountain mules.” 
Illa paused for a few moments. “Probably traders, but keep a watch. And for the love of all the gods, learn how to give a fucking report. You should’ve said, ‘Our scouts saw seven or eight riders perhaps a half day’s ride behind us. They’re dressed as ordinary folk and riding mules.’ That would have told me all I needed to know—that they aren’t a pursuing army. I’ll speak to the scouts later about not knowing an accurate number. Now get out of my sight.”
The man nodded, fidgeting for a moment before blurting, “We’ve also lost two more men. We haven’t seen them since making camp.”
Illa swore but shook off her agitation. “More money to divide between the rest of you once we receive our reward.” 
Reward? Seven or eight people following? Would someone intent on a rescue bring so few? Without uniforms? Surely the emperor, or Draylon, would send out legions if they wanted Yarif back. 
Yarif’s heart sank. They didn’t plan to save him. No one would come. The travelers were likely traders, like Illa said. What would become of Renvalle? The twins? Would Draylon now choose a more suitable consort, perhaps a woman who could give him heirs?
He’d stood before the cleric, the deities, and witnesses and swore to protect Yarif. A lie designed to keep Yarif amiable, no doubt.
But what if it wasn’t a lie? 
Hot tears stung Yarif’s eyes and clogged his throat. He hadn’t felt so alone since his mother’s death. He allowed his tears to fall in earnest when Illa wandered off. 
Yarif sank into a fantasy of first laying eyes on his wooly barbarian. Then seeing Draylon again, cleanshaven, with a nasty scar Yarif kept meaning to ask about. The curve of Draylon’s smile and his gentle, callused hands. Yarif imagined Draylon draped over him, the way he groaned when he came…
The barbarian was the emperor’s legitimate son, yet spoke fondly of May and didn’t talk down to his men. So many facets to the man. How sad that Yarif wouldn’t get to learn the rest of them. 
He stared up at an exceptionally bright star with blurry eyes. Deities, please take care of Adrina and Emile. 
Because Yarif’s heart wouldn’t let him do otherwise, he added, And Draylon. 




Chapter Twenty


Draylon perched on a precarious ledge, studying the dwindling party below. Seemed they’d lost a few of their number. Were they in the woods, scouting? If so, they’d been gone a few days now.  
If not for Rufe, Draylon would have charged in, sword raised, never mind the consequences. 
Soon, Yarif. I’ll have you back soon.
Jayra crept beside Draylon, seemingly unperturbed by the height of the precipice he perched on, the air that didn’t satisfy his lungs, or the chill morning. 
“They’re down to sixteen now,” Jayra said, watching the group make their way up a steep incline. “Most aren’t trained fighters, except two soldiers nearly too old to lift a sword and a couple of deserters the Cormiran forces are well rid of. The old men grumble a lot. They also spit after saying the name ‘Commander Illa.’ I’ve only heard Cormiran spoken so far. According to the elders while keeping guard, seven of their number have deserted so far. There is no loyalty to this Commander Illa, and I’ve seen kinder snakes. Where loyalty lacks, allegiance can be bought.” She flashed a grin. “The mercenary code.”
Nice to have Jayra on Draylon’s side instead of against him. He nodded. “Where is the best place to stage an attack?” He didn’t need to tell her how each moment cut into his soul, reminded him he’d been suspicious and resentful of Yarif. Draylon wouldn’t have cared what happened to Yarif a few weeks ago, judging him by his family instead of his own merit. 
How many times had Draylon railed against someone doing the same to him? 
“Tomorrow, they’ll reach Telaga Pass between Mount Telaga and Mount Frane, a narrow gap that will force them to travel singly in a line for a time. I know another way where they can’t take their horses, but we can take our mules. Two of us can lie in wait. We can pick them off as they emerge while others attack from behind. There will be no escape, and their greater numbers won’t be of much help.” The gleam in Jayra’s eyes faded. “Which means another day without your husband. I’m sorry.” 
Draylon’s heart stuttered, but he wouldn’t let on the personal importance of getting Yarif back. After all, most people still thought the marriage purely political, and Draylon’s reasons for rescuing Yarif equally political. Even Draylon had yet to figure out his feelings. Jayra stared expectantly. “What is it?”
After a long moment, Jayra murmured, “Your consort appears malnourished and weak. He’s been beaten. You told me of his fighting skills, but he’ll be of little help once we attack. The man can barely walk.”
“They’re starving him, beating him?” Yes, Draylon had heard the screams while scouting the mountains above Illa’s camp, but hoped they’d belonged to someone else. Maybe a mercenary who’d defied the commander. Every fiber of Draylon’s being demanded he attack now, get Yarif to safety. 
But they must have plans in place. Be ready. Strike when the greater number was vulnerable. 
He’d been on too many campaigns not to know the cruelty some warriors meted out. If Jayra did the whipping, she’d been trained, as Draylon had, on exactly how far to take a flogging without inflicting permanent damage. 
And how to inflict the maximum torment. 
Jayra nodded, her hood sliding back from her bald head. She immediately pulled on a knit cap. “It seems that way. But don’t worry. Game is plentiful in the mountains at this time of year. We’ll catch rabbits and fish for him.” 
Draylon pulled back from the ledge. Having to lead their horses slowed Illa down while the sturdy mountain mules gifted by Vihaan remained surefooted.  
Even if the asshole assigned to Draylon liked to bite. 
Another day. One more day. Hold on, Yarif. I’m coming. 
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon didn’t sleep, tossing and turning in his bedroll until taking his turn at guard. Last night, Jayra reported more screams. Once more, Rufe kept Draylon from attacking without a plan. Sharp knives dug at Draylon’s heart. 
Did Illa know he was here and hoped to force him to act hastily? No, judging by reputation, she inflicted pain for her own pleasure. 
Draylon would gladly cut her down where she stood. She’d pay for harming Yarif. An old mentor once said the potential for good existed even in the vilest of people. Until Illa, Draylon hadn’t once doubted the words. 
The sky hung heavy as dawn rose, gray clouds hiding the tops of nearby mountains. 
The mountain guide approached while they broke camp. “Those are snow clouds. Snow falls fast and hard in these mountains this time of year. If the weather becomes ugly while those horsemen are in the pass, they’ll be trapped. We hope they sense the danger and hurry through. Have you ever fought in snow?”
A campaign against bandits in Herix came to mind. “Yes, but only a light dusting.”
The woman nodded. “If I thought you’d agree, I’d suggest we leave and let the mountains deal with them. Within hours, this snow can reach your waist.”
Abandon Yarif? Never! The horror on Draylon’s face must have shown, for the guide added, “We’ll have to move quickly if we’re to save your mate.”
“What happens when we defeat them?” Draylon would focus on when not if.
“There is an abandoned village nearby, with a few sturdy houses left intact. It’s a defensible position. There’s also a keep farther on that appears to be occupied. Either will provide protection until the storm passes.”
“As much as I’d love to secure Yarif in a nice, warm keep, we cannot let our presence be known.”
The woman nodded. “This is why Captain Jayra has men clearing two village houses and laying in supplies and firewood. We will be ready.” 
“How many men?”
“Two. Once the fighting starts, we’ll leave one man in the village.”
“That leaves us with only seven to take on sixteen.”
The woman’s mouth hitched on one side. “I know. Almost makes you pity the poor unsuspecting bastards, doesn’t it?” She strode away toward her mule, Draylon close behind her. How reassuring, her faith in her fellow mercenaries. Vihaan said they were the best. With his illustrious career and many battles, he should know. Convincing new lands to join the empire wasn’t easy, nor was fighting off Verlan’s frequent attacks. 
Vihaan had survived both.
Rufe approached, holding his mule by the reins. “You know, this grouchy old beastie is growing on me.” He gave her an affectionate pat. 
Draylon snorted. “Because you have so much in common. I remember a time when you said the same about me.” He clapped Rufe on the shoulder. “The mercenaries have found a village for us to hole up in until the coming storm passes. Promise me that you’ll take him there if you find Yarif first.”
All humor fled Rufe’s face. “I won’t leave you.”
“You can, and you will. Get him to safety. That’s our entire mission.”
Rufe held Draylon’s gaze. “You’re not rescuing him simply out of a misguided sense of obligation, are you?”
Draylon glanced away. Rufe gripped Draylon’s chin until they faced each other again. 
No lying to Rufe. “No. We’re bound, but it’s more. I know I can’t rule a kingdom without him. I need him.”
“It’s more than that.” Rufe’s wide mouth lifted at one corner. “You’re coming to like him, aren’t you?”
“He’s not at all what I expected. In the past, lovers have wanted me to use my power, connections, and wealth to their advantage. Wanted me to take care of them. Yarif never stopped going to his office, working tirelessly for the kingdom. And he’d kick me in the balls if I even suggested he needed taking care of.”
“You hope that if you gain his admiration, he’ll do the same for you.” Rufe could be astute when he wanted to. 
Draylon ground his teeth together. “I don’t want blind loyalty. I want to know he’s with me because he wants to be.” 
Rufe reeled back as though slapped, then laughed. “Oh, ho! You love him.”
Fire raced up Draylon’s cheeks. “Maybe not now, for we hardly know each other, but I’m fond and can see that fondness growing over time.” As much as he would admit to right now. 
Rufe saluted. “Then I’ll do everything I can to see you get your chance.”
“I hope to do the same for you one day,” Draylon quietly murmured. “I know you say you don’t want a mate, but I’ve seen it in you. Remember that I won’t let you be pulled in by anyone who isn’t good for you.”
“Why do you think I’m here by your side, helping you get Yarif back?” Rufe patted Draylon’s cheek with one gloved hand. “How long have I known you? You’re not gonna get anyone better, you old grouch. Yarif will be in your arms again by sunset. This, I promise.” He wrinkled his nose. “Though I’d suggest a bath first. You’re beginning to smell.”
“Better than that horrible cologne you were doused in at Renvalle.”
Rufe winced. “I’m inclined to agree. That stuff was hideous.”
Rufe’s mule shoved her big head into Rufe’s back, nearly sending him sprawling. He laughed. “Okay, foul beast. See if I ever sing your praises again.”
The mule sidestepped, trying to avoid being mounted. In the end, Rufe swung into the saddle, saluting before riding away. 
Draylon finished packing his saddlebags, then scratched his mount’s long, furry ears. “Help me get Yarif back, and I’ll sing your praises all day long.” The creature answered by baring its teeth far too close to Draylon’s hand. Draylon jerked his hand back. “Oh, no, you don’t. I’ve learned your evil ways, my friend.” He missed Gryphon, but Vihaan was right. The sturdy warhorse wouldn’t have been much use along narrow mountain paths. 
Draylon mounted the mule, carefully avoiding teeth, and fell into line behind Rufe, ready to reclaim his consort. 
No, not his consort. Yarif.
The man Draylon had a sneaky suspicion he might come to love. 
If they both lived through the next few days. 





Chapter Twenty-one


The wall to one side of Yarif grew steeper, the mountaintops disappearing from view into lowering skies. Though Renvalle’s snow typically fell later in the season, he’d been told Delletina’s winters came early, staying long. If those clouds held a storm, this passage between two mountains might soon be impassable.  
They’d resorted to riding nose to tail long ago, with Yarif right behind Illa.  
Of the group, only Yarif and Illa studied the skies. She’d been oddly quiet, except to snarl, “Move your lazy asses! We need to get through while the weather holds.” If the remainder of the group indeed were from Cormira, many had likely never seen snow. 
And didn’t know the dangers. 
Tales abounded of travelers unlucky enough to get caught in a storm, buried in snow until the spring thaw. Delletina could be a cold, unforgiving land, the beauty of which lured in the unwary to harsh rainstorms capable of washing away whole villages in a matter of moments, and snows as high as the common house’s roofline. 
Yarif shivered under his threadbare blanket—his only protection against the bitter cold. They’d taken him in only his wedding finery, now stained, torn, and not nearly warm enough. His boots, made more for show than function, also didn’t protect against rocks the few times he’d been made to walk. 
Which would get him first—cold, hunger, the whippings, or the piles of snow? If only he could be safe at the castle with Draylon, Yarif would never bemoan his fate again. Darkness shrouded his vision. He swayed as the horse misstepped, hooves sliding over loose stone. Okay, add another possibility of how he’d die on this journey. 
With each passing day, the probability of ever seeing home again faded. What would become of the children without him? 
And where in the name of all the deities were they going?
Did Draylon mourn Yarif’s loss or revel in escaping an unwanted marriage?
Yarif clung to the horse’s mane. His teeth chattered uncontrollably. He’d ceased to feel his fingers long ago. At least they’d untied his hands.
When he thought he couldn’t get any colder, frigid wetness splashed his nose. Snow. 
The flakes came down fat, fluffy, and frigid. Even wrapping the blanket tighter around himself didn’t help. Low clouds blocked any sun. A few flurries turned into a few more. Soon the snow fell steadily. At least the coolness soothed his sore back. 
His eyes drifted closed. If only they’d let him sleep even for a little while. He lay in his warm bed, safe beneath the covers, waking to find himself against Draylon’s firm body. Yarif jerked himself awake. His heart fell. No Draylon, he’d been dreaming. 
He’d listened to May’s tales of travelers’ stories she’d heard in the marketplace of frozen bodies found and survivors who’d faced death at the hands of the elements. Enough to know the signs of freezing to death. 
Had the party stopped moving? He teetered precariously. Then… 
The world turned sideways. Yarif grabbed at the horse, numb fingers closing on empty air. The ground rose to meet him. 
[image: image-placeholder]Yarif came to slowly, numb, staring out at a grayness. Still, the snow fell. 
“Get him up,” Illa shrieked. “Carry him if you have to! Let’s go!”
“What about the horses?” a man asked, so wrapped in assorted pieces of clothing as to be unrecognizable. 
“Leave them. We’re all dead if we don’t make it out of this pass.”
The man tossed Yarif over his shoulder and ran, following the footfalls of so many others. Yarif tried to scream in agony. Only a croaking sound left his mouth. 
Those poor horses. 
Metal clanged against metal somewhere ahead. Had one of Illa’s ragtag mercenaries turned on another? 
Then another clang from somewhere to the left. Then another. And another. 
The man carrying him tossed Yarif to the frozen ground. A layer of snow broke his fall. The man snarled, yanking his sword from its scabbard, then froze, dropping to his knees, a blade protruding from his chest. The blade retreated. The man fell, blood staining the snow. 
Yarif’s heart stopped, then started again, slamming hard against his ribs. 
A tall, dark figure stepped from the billowing squall, completely wrapped in black coverings, blood dripping from its blade. So, those other ways wouldn’t kill Yarif after all. He huddled on the ground, helpless to do anything but watch the blade swing down, ending his life. 
Instead, the figure leaned down, running a gloved hand over Yarif’s face and body, then let out two piercing whistles. 
Another figure emerged from the whiteness, leading a horse. No. Stockier, furrier, long ears. A mule. One figure climbed aboard. Between the two, they managed to wrangle Yarif painfully onto the beast’s back in front of the rider. He was too tired to fight. The second figure clapped the first on the leg, then, sword raised, disappeared back into the chaos. 
The rider attempted to pull the blanket tighter around Yarif but then said, in a low, gravelly voice, “We need to get you to safety, Your Majesty.”
That voice! Yarif knew that voice! He sagged back, trying to place the speaker. No use now. His brain seemed as frozen as his body. How the rider knew where to go in this blinding snow, Yarif couldn’t tell. He drifted into and out of consciousness. 
He awoke to a hand gripping him, easing him off the mule, then strong arms carried him through an open door. The door slammed shut. 
Warmth hit Yarif like a fist to the face. He nearly screamed. Then he found himself lowered onto a bed of soft furs. He didn’t even protest the pain when placed on his back. Cold left him unable to feel much anyway, like the insistent hands yanking off his boots.
The door opened and closed again, the rider moving to stand by the fire. “How is he?” the rider asked the man currently examining Yarif’s feet. 
“Too early to tell. He might lose a toe or two.”
Lose toes? Better than losing his life. 
The newcomer nodded, unwrapping cloth from around his head. Captain Rufe? Yarif’s heart soared. “Is”—his teeth chattered nearly too hard to form words— “Draylon here?” 
“He’s fighting,” Rufe said. “Rest. He’ll be here soon.”
Draylon? Draylon came? 
Yarif barely registered the warm broth the men fed him, one tiny sip at a time. Warm. He was warm. And being fed. 
Soon he’d see Draylon again. Wait! “Still fighting?”
Rufe nodded. “Don’t you worry. That sorry excuse for a commander is no match for him.”
But what if, even now, Draylon lay wounded in the snow? 
Yarif should get up. Go help. 
Blackness decided the matter. 




Chapter Twenty-two


Another swordsman fell to Draylon’s blows. How many now? Five? Six? There’d been sixteen at last count. Ill-prepared, ill-trained, wearing only a leather breastplate for protection, Draylon’s opponent hadn’t stood a chance.  
Draylon would have to thank Vihaan one day for loaning him warm clothes, even if he did find the woolen trousers itchy. The armor might have been old but served its purpose. 
Screams, moans, and the clash of steel echoed all around. Draylon stumbled, not seeing the body on the ground until too late. 
A sword slashed the air where he’d been a moment before. He rolled, kicking his attacker’s legs. The man collapsed with a weak scream of rage, pain, or defeat. Bloody ice covered the man’s chest. 
Draylon kicked him away and lay on the ground, panting. There was no need to worry about his adversary, who’d die in a few moments, even without help. Draylon staggered to his feet. 
Two piercing whistles sounded far behind him. Yarif? Someone found Yarif. Draylon trudged toward the sound. 
A figure loomed out of the chaos. Commander Illa wore the colors of Delletina, as had the last man Draylon encountered. She’d lost her helmet and wore no gauntlets. Blood stained her chain mail armor—the only decent armor Draylon had seen thus far. “Ah, another worthless princeling. How sweet. The happy couple will die together.” Illa lunged, baring bloody teeth, her sword swing slow, erratic. Not at all like the practiced soldier Draylon once faced in training. “If one dead prince is good, two will be better. I’ll be rewarded so handsomely for this.”
Fingers within his gauntlets stiff and body colder than Draylon recalled ever being, he lunged, barely missing Illa’s head. “It’s not I who’ll lie dead in the snow this day.” He stopped talking, saving all his focus for combat. Several times before he’d had to fight one of his own in payment for some crime, but he’d never met one on the battlefield who’d been taught to fight by the same teachers. 
And knew all Draylon’s methods. 
Then again, he knew Illa’s. 
Draylon swung his sword, the blow glancing off Illa’s chain mail but still probably breaking a few ribs. She howled in pain, grabbing at her side but not dropping her weapon. She probably regretted leaving her solid plate armor behind to resemble a Delletinian soldier. Chainmail didn’t offer the same protection. 
She attacked, landing a blow on Draylon’s left shoulder scale, sending him off balance. His shoulder ached from the strike, but he easily righted himself, whirling to meet Illa’s sword. Metal sang against metal. 
Draylon’s muscles ached. So far, he’d been bruised but taken no serious cuts. Any blood on his clothing belonged to someone else. 
The same couldn’t be said of Illa, who bled from her side, a gashed cheek, and from somewhere inside, judging by her bloody teeth. 
Draylon attacked, and Illa countered, locking swords together and raising her booted foot to Draylon’s waist. She kicked, knocking him backward. His boots slid over ice. He barely regained balance in time to avoid crashing to the ground. 
Illa charged, teeth bared. She hit the ice, falling hard on her back. In practice, Draylon would have helped her to her feet. Not now, when she’d made herself the enemy. 
Draylon pressed the advantage, swinging down on Illa where she lay. 
She rolled, blocking Draylon’s swing, then came up in a crouch. Once more, she charged, slamming into Draylon with her full weight. That had to hurt her battered ribs. 
Draylon fell onto his back, sword flying from his grasp. He kicked, knocking Illa’s blade free of her hand. A spitting, hissing mountain cougar pounced, fingers gouging at Draylon’s eyes. 
Draylon punched, connecting with Illa’s nose in an audible crunch. His gauntlet cut into her skin, leaving blood trailing down her face. She screamed, rolling away, clutching her nose, and grabbing her sword from the snow. 
Her bloody grimace made her look like some creature drawn from nightmares. 
Draylon snagged his sword, dragging in frigid breaths that fogged on each exhale. She’d fought dirty in the past. Then again, so had Draylon; they’d always been well matched on the training grounds. 
Illa attacked, grunting, slashing wildly with no finesse. 
Desperate. She knew she’d lost. Still, Illa fought. If only she’d used her fighting skills with Draylon instead of against him. She swung wide, overextending.
Leaving her side open for a brief moment. Long enough. 
Draylon’s double-handed swing bit through Illa’s chainmail, sending her reeling. Blood spouted from her side. Draylon braced, gripping his sword, panting and waiting for her next move. 
They were both tiring, but by all the gods ever worshipped, if that blow hadn’t done enough, Draylon would go on making Illa pay for what she’d done to Yarif. 
She stood on bloody snow, hair matted, breath creating wraiths of steam in the air. Her blade slipped from her fingers as she fell. 
Draylon ran to her, dropping to one knee in the snow. He turned Illa over, face up. “Who are you working for?” 
Her face scrunched in pain, but the light in her eyes had already dimmed. Illa moved her lips. Draylon strained to hear her hoarse words. “Your father.” 
She brought up a knife from nowhere, aimed straight for Draylon’s throat. He grasped Illa’s wrist. In her dying state, she couldn’t break free. 
Draylon reared back. “What? My father?” One thing to suspect, another to have all doubt removed. 
Illa grinned. “I wish I could see what happens when you face him.”
Then she sagged, eyes slowly drifting shut. 
Draylon left her where she lay, the ice forming inside him far colder than the air. 
[image: image-placeholder]The snow had stopped falling for now but still blanketed the ground, partially covering a body. One of Jayra’s mercenaries. 
The guide. 
Draylon stumbled on, following the sound of battle. The clashing and grunting stopped abruptly. The pass quieted, the snow muffling all sound. He’d never known so much snow could fall in so little time. 
Then, footsteps behind him. Draylon spun, sword raised. 
A figure limped toward him, wrapped in a cloak, hood hiding its face, sword dangling from a gloved hand. Draylon braced for an attack.
The figure pulled back the hood. 
“Jayra! Did someone find Yarif?”
She nodded. “Yes, he’s been found and is on his way to the village.”
“Who has him?” 
“Rufe.”
Relief had never felt so sweet. 
“He’s in bad shape, though. Go to him. I’ll clean up here and join you shortly.” Jayra pointed with her blade. “That way. The weather’s finally breaking. Follow the path I told you about.”
She bounded down the track before Draylon could argue. 
He found his mule quickly enough, though he dared not ride and risk the animal breaking a leg or himself tumbling off. The beast thanked him by nipping at his hand the moment he removed his gauntlets to slip his frigid fingers into warm gloves. He shivered while donning the cloak from his pack, then pulled up the hood. 
Yarif hadn’t been wearing a cloak or gloves, Jayra said when she’d spied on Illa’s group. How had he not frozen to death? Let Rufe have made it to the cabin with him. Draylon now understood the extra furs Vihaan had insisted they bring. 
Draylon found the trail leading from the main road after several moments of searching, marked by slashes cut high into tree trunks. Putting one foot in front of the other, leading the mule, he made his way toward the village. 
Rustling caught his attention. Draylon whirled, watching snow fall from a nearby tree's branches.
Then an arrow found his flesh. 




Chapter Twenty-three


A  thud came from the direction of a stand of trees. 
Draylon took cover behind a snow-covered rock and peered out. Nothing. He gingerly reached up, exploring the wound. Gods that hurt, but not as badly as some past injuries. 
The arrow had pierced the leather armor under Draylon’s cloak, so likely had an armor-piercing tip and not a barb, and lodged into the meaty part of his back, just under the right shoulder. He grasped the shaft, took a deep breath, and pulled. 
Oh gods! The pain! 
The arrow wasn’t deep, and slid out with little trouble. 
Draylon’s shoulder burned, but he’d survived worse. Lucky for him, the archer hadn’t been very skilled. 
Taking his sword in his left hand, he cautiously approached the pile of cloth lying beneath a tree, taking whatever cover came to hand until he stood close enough for a clear view. 
The archer now joined his comrades in death, though he didn’t have the glorious end some religions required for a hero’s afterlife. 
May Draylon’s own end be more glorious than falling from a tree. He dropped to his knees, searching through the man’s clothing for some hint of who he might be. Nothing. 
Draylon left the man lying. Too many more important matters to see about. He led the mule, following the marked trees. Woodsmoke filled his nostrils. Draylon increased his pace, drawn by the flicker of light through a window. 
Please let Yarif be there! 
He knocked, holding his blade steady in case someone else answered the door. While he preferred to fight right-handed, he’d practiced with his left for just such an occasion. 
One of Jayra’s men answered, holding a blade of his own. The tension on his face relaxed. “It’s you.” He stepped back, letting Draylon into the small cabin. 
Yarif lay on his side on a pallet near the fire. 
“He’s in bad shape,” the man said. “He needs a healer.”
“Where is Rufe?”
“He returned to the battle.”
Sounded like the stubborn asshole. 
“There’s broth over the fire, but I couldn’t get him to eat much.” The mercenary donned his cloak. “I have to get back out there, now that you’re here.” 
“Wait! I need your help first.” Draylon shrugged off his cloak, gritted his teeth, and tried to removed his armor and shirt. 
“Here. Let me help you.” The man helped Draylon disrobe and then prodded around the wound. “Just needs cleaning and a bandage. Sit.” He pointed to a spot by the fire, then proceeded to clean and bandage the wound with strips of cotton from what looked to have once been a shirt. 
The man stood. “There. That should help until we find a healer. I must go now. Jayra is still out there.” 
Before Draylon could protest, he swept out the door, sword in hand. A moment later, hooves pounded away. 
Draylon settled next to the pallet. Yarif was pale—far too pale, his hand like ice. He’d been through far too much for the last few days. Draylon tucked the furs and blankets more tightly around Yarif’s still form.
They needed to leave this place, but the snow that helped them capture their enemies also trapped them in these mountains. They also needed to know who else in their group survived. Where was Rufe? The stubborn oaf should have stayed at the cabin with Yarif, not gone haring off on some heroic mission. 
Draylon sat crossed-legged by the fire, watching the flickering light playing over Yarif’s features. His cheeks were hollow—more so with his lovely hair gone—his skin ashen. Had the fierceness that Draylon now realized he admired faded? If so, would that spark ever return, or would what Yarif endured over the past few days haunt him forever? 
Yarif’s eyelids fluttered open, his eyes and mouth going wide. “Draylon! You’re okay!” He tried to sit up, then grimaced and lay back down. 
“Shh. Rest. You’re in no condition to be moving around. They beat you,” Draylon said, barely keeping the anger from his tone. It wasn’t Yarif he was angry with. 
“I’m fine,” Yarif replied. A flinch belied the words. 
“Let me see.” Draylon placed a hand on Yarif’s shoulder. 
Yarif shrugged Draylon’s hand off. “I said I’m fine.”
There’d been too much heat under Draylon’s hand. He added all the authority of a commander behind his words. “And I said, ‘Let me see.’”
Yarif peeled his blanket off with a sigh, wincing until Draylon helped. Then came Draylon’s turn to wince. Yarif’s back held a crisscross pattern of welts and cuts, some newer than others. A few of the open cuts were a swollen, angry red. None had cut deep though. Draylon had seen men beaten to death. 
One of his old lieutenants knew herblore, often treating battlefield injuries, yet remained in Renvalle. Yarif needed a healer, and, quite possibly, so did Draylon. There might be others among the group with injuries.
For a moment, temptation loomed to run out into the darkness, find Rufe and the remaining mercenaries, and locate the nearest active village. They’d lost their guide, but if they followed the main road, eventually they’d find people. 
No. They couldn’t wander in this weather without a set goal. 
Whipped. Yarif had been whipped. If Draylon could, he’d bring Illa back and kill her all over again. Slowly. Painfully. 
Such thinking wouldn’t help Yarif. They needed a plan for the moment dawn arrived. 
And to discover Illa’s destination. 
Yarif put on a brave front, clenching his teeth, emitting no sound while having his back examined. It appeared Jayra’s man had cleaned the wounds. Draylon settled Yarif into the furs, tossed another log onto the fire, and hunkered down near the pallet with his sword to keep watch. 
Yarif slept fitfully on his side. The pack mule carried supplies that might help treat wounds, but there was no telling if the beast survived, let alone where it might be now. Draylon followed hoofprints to another house—where evidence showed Rufe had kept his own mule—but hadn’t seen the pack beast. 
He barred the door on his return to the house, leaned against the wall, and strained his ears for sounds of footsteps, hearing nothing but an owl and night creatures. In the distance, a wolf howled. Wolves might follow the scent of blood, and if any of Illa’s soldiers survived, they’d be led directly here by the woodsmoke.
Unacceptable. Draylon knelt and held Yarif’s hand. Were the twins okay? What would Father do to them if Yarif and Draylon didn’t return? 
Draylon had defied his father and even now might be labeled a traitor. So much unknown. Illa’s words and Draylon’s own observations showed Father was behind this entire plot. Hints had been dropped here and there for some time that Draylon hadn’t pieced together before. Conversations about the gold recently found in these mountains. Maps of Delletina spread on a table. 
Father carrying out military plans without Draylon’s knowledge. 
Father had long wanted Delletina as part of the empire. That would leave only Craice before he controlled the whole continent. Historians would tell of Emperor Soland Aravaid uniting the kingdoms, likely saying nothing about the ruthlessness, the loss of life, and the treachery necessary to obtain the goal. 
The betrayal. 
Lleval, Draylon, and Yarif were merely tokens on a gameboard, to be placed here or there as Father saw fit or even wiped off the board entirely. 
Avestan was an honorable man, and couldn’t possibly be privy to any such schemes. He’d negotiate if he held the throne, not seek to conquer by force. He valued life. Though Draylon wracked his brain, he couldn’t recall any reference to Delletina from Avestan. 
Another pawn for the gameboard, one who’d be forced to resolve the mess if Father’s plotting failed. 
Could Draylon possibly get word to his brother? Then again, what could Avestan do? He wouldn’t openly challenge Father.
Someone needed to. 
Yarif moaned, squeezing Draylon’s hand. “Where are we?”
“I’m not really sure.” Draylon placed his free hand on Yarif’s brow. Heat. Too much heat.
“Thank you,” Yarif murmured. 
“For what?”
“For coming to get me.”
On impulse, Draylon brought their joined hands to his mouth, brushing his lips over Yarif’s knuckles. The gesture felt too natural. “I’ll always come for you. You’re mine.” They’d only enjoyed one surprising night together. If given a chance, Draylon would make similar nights routine for them.
He’d never know what they might become together if he didn’t try. While he balked at the conniving, Father had bestowed a gift on Draylon in the form of Yarif. 
Yarif drifted back to sleep. 
Squelching footsteps sounded outside. Draylon grasped his sword hilt, though he could do little if the enemy tried to burn them out. 
Three sharp raps came at the door. “It’s me, Rufe.”
Draylon closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you, God of War.” He heaved a relieved sigh, then rose and unbarred the door. 
A bloodied Rufe nearly fell into the cabin, hurrying for the hearth. “I… I’m glad to see you w… w… well,” he stammered, warming his hands before the fire.
“Report,” Draylon replied. 
Rufe braced one hand on the mantel, shoulders slumped. “We’re all that’s left. Jayra and our last two mercenaries were caught in an avalanche, but I managed to save three mules.” 
Jayra. Jayra was dead. So was the man who’d tended Draylon’s wounds. He closed his eyes, letting out a long breath. Both had died saving Yarif, and deserved better than to draw their last breaths in the snow. Draylon didn’t know much about the burial rites of Jayra’s home country, or where the man called home. 
Rufe scowled. “A few of Illa’s fighters may have escaped.”
“They were paid and not very loyal, I think. Without Illa, they’re more likely worried about their own lives than us.” Or so Draylon hoped. Still, the mercenaries’ best bet was finding shelter, and this cabin might be the difference between life and death. Would they surrender or try to kill Draylon, Rufe, and Yarif to take the cabin if they made their way here?
Or would they recapture Yarif and continue whatever mission Illa had laid out for them? Draylon must find better shelter. “Our guide said the keep lies to the east. Yarif is feverish and needs a healer.”
“Not to mention the makeshift bandage on your shoulder.” Rufe circled Draylon, inspecting the damage and letting out a low whistle. “How badly hurt are you?”
“Just a flesh wound. I’ll be fine.”
Rufe snorted. “Seems to me you said the same when that Craician tried to gut you.”
“It was just as true then as now.” They’d lost Jayra and all her mercenaries. While they’d managed to overpower a larger force in unfamiliar fighting conditions, in the end, the weather proved a more formidable foe than Illa’s forces. “We have no choice but to head for the keep at daylight.”
“I agree.” Rufe squatted in front of the fire, rubbing his hand briskly over his shoulders, then removed his hood. Flecks of snow remained in his hair. “We’re not wearing anything to show we’re military. How’s your Delletinian? I know enough to order ale at a tavern and invite a willing partner to bed but nothing more.”
“Passable, but I’ll never be mistaken for a local.”
“I’m fluent,” Yarif croaked from his pallet in Delletinian. 
Draylon and Rufe both turned toward the pallet. Yarif was fluent. Further proof of Renvalle’s conspiracy with Delletina? 
No. No thinking like that. Yarif could have hidden this information, but instead, he freely volunteered. “That might prove useful.” Draylon kept any hint of accusation from his voice. What choice did they have but to hope someone at the keep would help? There they could make plans for returning to Renvalle. 
Currently, some of the drifts around the cabin came up to Draylon’s knees. “Get some sleep, both of you,” he ordered. “You’re going to need it.”
Rufe stood. “I’ll check the mules and use the privy first.” He threw his hood back over his head and slipped out into the night. He returned a moment later, eyes wide. “We have company.”
Draylon struggled back into his armor, enlisting Rufe’s help. “How far away are they?”
“I spotted two coming through the trees, but there could be others.” Rufe shoved a gauntlet onto Draylon’s hand. 
Draylon turned to Yarif. “Can you ride if you have to?”
With Rufe and Draylon’s help, Yarif slowly stood, reeling a bit and bracing a hand on the wall. He glanced down at his threadbare clothing. “Yes, but I have no clothes.” The remains of his tunic lay balled up in a pile near the hearth, and his thin boots offered no barrier against the cold, nor did the trousers. Yarif had worn his wedding attire all this time. 
Rufe shook his head. “The pack mule carried a few clothes and a spare pair of boots. I should have brought them in earlier.” 
Footsteps crunched in the snow. A loud voice shouted, “We are soldiers of King Niam of Delletina, here to investigate a disturbance. Let us in.”
Draylon shifted his gaze from Rufe to Yarif. “Let me do the talking.” Just in case they were forced to fight, he held his sword down by his side and nodded. 
Rufe unbarred the door. 
A man stepped through, wearing a black cloak, a captain’s gold insignia on his shoulders. “Who are you?” 
“We were with a merchant band and were attacked,” Draylon said, wincing. His Delletinian was worse than he'd realized. 
The captain glanced around the room at the hastily cleaned weapons, still coated with flecks of blood. “You seem ill-equipped to remain here. You will come with me.” 
“Where?”
“To see King Niam. Your lie isn’t convincing, and your accent gives you away. Merchants aren’t prone to wearing armor, and their escorts know to wear the sign of the white goat.” He turned to his men. “Arrest them.”
Before Draylon could lift his sword, Yarif staggered toward the door. “In the name of King Niam, I claim sanctuary.”
What? After all Draylon had done to get him back, Yarif planned to abandon him and Rufe?
The captain looked down his long nose. “Who makes such a claim?”
Though dressed in rags, Yarif stood tall, every inch a noble—if a wobbly one. “Yarif DiRici Aravaid of Renvalle.”
Draylon let out a moan. Why did Yarif tell them? They’d be hostages now for sure. Draylon opened his mouth, but what Yarif said next left him speechless.
“King Niam’s cousin.” 
Draylon barely caught him when Yarif collapsed. 




Chapter Twenty-four


Draylon woke slowly, muscles protesting and shoulder on fire. Tentative probing found a rebandaged shoulder.  
He lay on softness—goose down, if he wasn’t mistaken. A fire crackled in the hearth across a darkened room. He definitely wasn’t in the hovel anymore. Where was Yarif? What about Rufe?
So much of the last day seemed hazy. Soldiers had come to the cabin. He’d woken up here. The in-between time worried him. 
Trying to sit up made him moan and squeak the rope supports under the bed. Herbs scented the air. A healer’s cabin?
A door opened across from him, admitting a lithe form holding a lantern. Draylon caught a brief glimpse of a guard standing outside the door. “Oh, good, you’re awake. How are you feeling, Your Majesty?”
Your Majesty. Whoever had Draylon knew who he was. “Like I’ve been shot with an arrow.”
“That’s to be expected since you were shot with an arrow.” The lilting voice spoke Renvallian, with a distinct mountain dialect Draylon hadn’t heard in years. Humor laced the melodic tones. The figure’s cheerful mood vanished. “Bear in mind that the guard is a mere shout away, and though I may appear slight, I’ve been trained to defend myself.”
“You won’t need to defend against me,” Draylon promised. “Where are my… companions?”
“They are being cared for. Captain Rufe required stitching. Much swearing was involved, both his and the healer’s. Your consort is battling a fever, but his condition is improving. Not to worry, though. He’s in good hands. I’m told he won’t even lose any toes.”
Good hands? Whose? “May I see him?”
“In the morning. Let him rest, as you should be doing. Since I’m here, let me check your shoulder.” The figure approached and hung the lantern on a hook in the wall. Instead of a woman like Draylon expected, the figure proved to be a very young man. 
“You’re too young to be a healer.”
The boy gave a laugh. “But not too young to be the healer’s apprentice assigned to watch the patients at night.” He rolled his eyes. “As if a healer would take on such a duty unless the situation grew dire.” His voice cracked in the way of a youth’s growing into maturity. 
Okay. Maybe Draylon, Rufe, and Yarif weren’t about to die after all, and their care implied their rescuers meant no harm—at least not at present. “Where am I?”
“I am charged with seeing to your wounds and comfort, getting you food and drink if you need them, but any other answers than what I’ve given will have to wait.” The boy lifted the bandages with deft fingers, humming as he worked. “No major signs of festering, but you’ll need another dose of herbs.”
He crossed to the hearth, swung out the pot crane, and poured some liquid into a cup from a pot suspended above the fire. “We’ll need to let this cool. I’m Bertham, by the way, but folks call me Bert.”
Bert placed the cup on a table by the bed, straightened the covers, fluffed the pillows, and pressed the back of his hand to Draylon’s forehead. “A touch of fever, but nothing my teacher’s concoction won’t cure.” Bert handed Draylon the cup. “Drink all of it.”
Draylon sniffed the contents of the cup. So that was the source of the herbal scent. For a moment, he worried about poison, but if whoever these people were wanted him dead, they could’ve left him in the snow. 
He drank, then slumped back onto the pillow. It wouldn’t hurt to close his eyes for a few moments. When dawn broke, he’d insist on seeing Yarif.
Wait a minute! Had Yarif claimed to be King Niam’s cousin?
Consciousness faded before Draylon could ask. 
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon woke with a start to find himself dressed in a nightshirt, sunlight streaming through glass windows. Glass? This was no mere cottage. 
An attractive man with flaming red curls and green eyes sat in a chair by the bed. He appeared a few years older than Draylon, though no white yet showed in his hair. If Draylon introduced him to Rufe, Rufe would think him a present. 
The good humor forming crinkles around the handsome stranger’s eyes teased up the corners of his mouth. “Good morning, Your Majesty. Or are you still pretending to be a lowly merchant?” The man’s Renvallian was cultured and refined, though spoken with a distinct lilt. 
“Depends on who’s asking.” Standing, the man probably came no higher than Draylon’s shoulder, appearing more idle noble than a battle-hardened warrior. However, it paid to remain on guard. 
“Ah, where are my manners?” The man stood, performing a sweeping bow. “King Niam of Delletina, at your service.” The king’s demeanor spoke of a casual visit, but no mistaking the two guards standing behind his chair. 
“King… King Niam?” Had they been brought to the castle in Dellamar? Unless Draylon had lost all sense of direction, the capital lay a good five days away from their last known location. Father would never forgive Draylon for letting himself be found out. 
“Niam, please, whenever I’m not at court. I escape to my country estate when I simply want to be Niam. Imagine my surprise when my guards discovered you in a deserted village nearby.”
“You know who I am?” Obviously. 
Niam gave a rueful head tilt, returning to his chair. “I’m afraid your consort talks in his sleep while delirious from fever. Don’t worry. I’ve never been one to act without thinking. I’m certain you have good reasons for trespassing, and as soon as you’re ready, I’ll hear your confession.” Niam threaded his fingers together in his lap. 
Diplomacy. Never Draylon’s area. Saying too little might be equally disastrous as saying too much. “My consort was kidnapped. I came after him.”
“Why not bring a retinue? I’m told there was only a handful in your party and even fewer now.”
No use in lying. “I’d hoped to slip in, get him, and get out. I don’t want any territorial disputes. I just want my consort. Besides, we weren’t sure it wasn’t by your order that he was taken.”
Niam pursed his lips, bringing his fingertips to his mouth. “You love your consort.”
Draylon wasn’t in the mood to share his feelings. “I promised to protect him.” 
“You were certainly thorough in getting him back. My men found a dozen bodies, all wearing uniforms of the Delletina forces, and a few wounded. Not a single survivor spoke our language. Curious.”
“Not so curious when I believe they intended to kill Yarif, blame Delletina, and start a war.”
“A war. Oh, my.” Niam didn’t sound the least bit concerned. 
“You said there were survivors.”
“Yes, there were. They didn’t survive long after being found. No, my men didn’t kill them. They succumbed to their injuries.”
“I could have questioned them.”
“Perhaps we’ll find another survivor yet. I have my men combing the woods. We should get to know each other since we represent neighboring countries. Unlike others, I seek no wars, particularly not when peaceful negotiations accomplish far more, with less loss of life. Unless one dies of boredom reading over contracts.”
What a strange little man. Draylon folded his arms over his chest, fighting a gasp as his wound pulled. “I want to see Yarif.”
“After our chat. Though your consort backs your story, how can I trust you? Our countries have long considered each other enemies.”
Draylon growled. “If you didn’t trust me, I’d be in a cell.”
Niam laughed, pulling back the edge of his tunic to reveal his sword. “I don’t think you’re a match for me at the moment. I’m not keeping you from him, but I’ve been threatened with my very life if I disturb him while he’s resting.” He tipped his head to the side in a thoughtful gesture. “Besides, we have no cells here at the keep. Mother turned them into storage rooms long ago, and it’s simply not worth the trouble to clear them out. You’re not saying you need to be kept in a cell, are you?”
“No. As I said, I merely wish to take Yarif home. And who threatened you? Rufe?” He hadn’t been in much better shape than Draylon. 
“I’m afraid your dear captain is still in a tricky condition. He was more injured than he let on.” Niam’s green-eyed gaze bored into Draylon’s. “No, I’ve been threatened by someone far more dangerous than any military man.”
“Who?”
“Yarif’s overbearing aunt.” Niam shrugged. “Who also happens to be my mother. Congratulations. Through no fault of your own, you’ve married into the Delletinian royal family. Let the cries of ‘traitor!’ begin.”





Chapter Twenty-five


Yarif ran, chased by Illa’s taunts. “ No one is coming for you. You’re mine to do with as I please.” His heart pounded. No matter where he turned, she always caught him. Time and again, he found himself tied, his throat savaged by screams as she rained unending lashes onto his skin. Pain! So much pain. No escape. She brutally pulled Yarif’s hair, sawing with a knife until every strand lay at his feet. 
He found himself in his father’s castle courtyard, smoke rising from nearby buildings. The dead lay around him. No matter how he searched, he couldn’t find Adrina and Emile. A helmet lay nearby, next to a body covered in armor. Slowly, slowly, Yarif approached, knowing what he’d discover before he got there. Dread pooled in his gut. 
Draylon lay on the flagstones, unmoving, staring at nothing. His dead lips moved, “You promised to help me.”
Yarif screamed. 
A woman’s voice filled his mind. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”
The scene changed. He found himself in his childhood room. Though he couldn’t see her, he heard his mother singing, calming his fears. He knew the song, humming along with the melody. An old Dragan lullaby. 
Peaceful. Nothing could hurt him here. 
“You’re awake!” his mother exclaimed, excitement in her voice.  
Yarif opened his eyes to find a curious green gaze focused on him from a heart-shaped face framed by gray-flecked red hair. “Mother?”
The woman gave a bittersweet smile. “No, child. I’m afraid not.” Yarif’s heart ached. She looked so much like his late mother. 
“You gave us quite a scare. And when you stopped scaring us, your husband came in, demanding to see you. He actually growled at me! Growled like a grouchy old bear!” The woman rolled her eyes. “Where are my manners? I’m your Aunt Nera. You probably don’t remember me. You were such a wee thing when last we met.”
“Aunt Nera? I don’t recall meeting an Aunt Nera.”
“Your father decided your mother's kin were more threat than use to him the moment she passed. It’s not common knowledge that we were sisters. But don’t worry, dear boy. I’ve kept up with you as best I could from a distance.” Aunt Nera’s sunny expression fell. “I would have prevented your unwanted marriage had I been able. Now that you’re here, if you choose to remain in Delletina, King Niam will gladly grant an annulment.”
“Annulment.” This woman was as chatty as Mother had been taciturn. Was she really his aunt? She certainly looked like Mother, though Mother’s hair had been much lighter in color. “Where am I?”
“You’re at King Niam’s country estate, an old converted keep. We happened to be in attendance when the group of ruffians holding you decided to invade our lands.”
“Where is Draylon?”
“I threatened to box Niam’s ears if he didn’t make himself useful keeping that husband of yours away so you could sleep and recuperate.” Aunt Nera studied Yarif for several seconds. “You know, we could make a widower of you if you’re against an annulment but still wish to be free.” She bent close and whispered, “The mountains tell no secrets.”
“What? No! Is Draylon well? Can I see him?”
Aunt Nera chuckled. “It’s like that, is it? Oh, I can see your father seething in the afterlife, knowing his son is in love with one of the emperor’s get. You’re so much like your mother, with such a big heart.” 
This woman was exhausting to try to keep pace with. Forget visitors. She alone wore Yarif out. He tried his best demanding tone, which hadn’t worked too well for him in the past. “I want to see Draylon.” What were they doing at the king of Delletina’s country estate?
“He’ll be here directly, I’m thinking, as soon as Niam’s done with him.”
Yarif let out a sigh. So much had happened. He could’ve died several times by now. Or been asleep and dreaming again. “Are we prisoners?”
Aunt Nera’s mouth dropped open. “Prisoners? Only enemies are kept prisoner. You’re not enemies, are you?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
Nera scowled, a look that would have sent a younger Yarif running. “Don’t make me box your ears. I’m Aunt Nera, not Your Majesty.”
“Yes… Aunt Nera. Are you truly my aunt?”
Aunt Nera laughed, a sound so much like Mother’s laugh that Yarif’s heart ached anew. “Yes, though few people knew. Your grandfather and my father were the dearest of friends. After three wives and no heirs, my father decided the problem might be him. Your grandfather provided those heirs. Don’t worry though. The captain of our guards, while he didn’t believe your claim until confirmed by Niam, he’s discreet.”
“But what about your father? Is what they did legal?”
“In Draige, if a man claims a child as his own, in the eyes of the law it is so. But we lived close enough that I got to see my sisters often.” She winked. “We’ve established ourselves in so many royal households between the six of us that war would never happen again if husbands and ministers let us run things.”
“I was young when she died. I don’t remember much about her.”
Aunt Nera sat beside the bed, lifting a cup from the bedside table. “Drink this while I talk.”
Yarif nodded and sipped the sweet mix of herbs and honey. 
“She was the youngest and quietest. She always said it was because we never let her get a word in. Your grandfather was nothing if not a shrewd negotiator. We often joked that he either bullied or blackmailed men of earl rank or above into taking a daughter off his hands. Then again, he spared no expense for their education, something many noble young ladies never received, and selected possible mates from men who could appreciate their gifts.” Nera’s smile fell. “He never forgave himself for misjudging your father.”
Aunt Nera’s expression brightened. “No one had to work to arrange a match for me, though. King Reed of Delletina took one look at me at a ball and determined I was to be his queen.”
“Queen? You’re the queen of Delletina?” Wait. Hadn’t Yarif already known that? If Niam was his cousin, then this was Niam’s mother. Boy, those must’ve been some potent herbs Aunt Nera had given him. Yarif’s mind didn’t seem to be working correctly.
“Queen mother, now, though Niam has no current consort. His former queen gave him two sons, then requested a letter of divorcement, ceding legal rights to the children. We wouldn’t want some nasty power plays in the future.” Aunt Nera lifted an imperious brow. “I fill the role of hostess when Niam needs someone to talk a noble into revealing all their secrets or take credit for some ball Niam actually planned because he enjoys party planning. Says it’s almost like planning a battle.” She laughed again. 
Mother had laughed a lot. 
Aunt Nera continued. Yarif began to suspect that it would be hard to stop her. “When your father’s first queen died, your grandfather saw an opportunity. While most of his matchmaking produced good matches, he forever blamed himself for your mother’s demise.”
“Why? She died of a fever, didn’t she?”
“So we were told.” Aunt Nera narrowed her eyes. “None of us were allowed to attend the funeral, per your father. By then, relations between Delletina and Cormira had grown strained. They wanted us to join the empire and share our resources but wouldn’t offer to defend us against Craice as part of the treaty. That was before we found gold in the mountains. Let me tell you, gold changes everything and is much more interesting to the emperor than our sheep. Though they really are lovely sheep.”
Yarif tabled most of the information in favor of, “You don’t believe my mother died of fever?”
“No, I do not. Your grandfather believed if he’d allowed your mother to marry the man of her choice, she’d be alive still. The rest of us were happily wed. My husband might have been much older, but we worked well together and had Niam.”
“King Niam is my cousin,” Yarif muttered more to himself than his aunt. The last few days must’ve scrambled his mind. Yes, he knew his cousin was king of Delletina, though the connection might have been one of the best-kept secrets in the empire. 
Until now, when Yarif played the cousin card to possibly save his, Draylon’s, and Rufe’s lives.
“Well, yes, albeit unofficially.” Aunt Nera narrowed her eyes. “Your father hadn’t told you about the sisters? The connections you have through them? Even your older brother wasn’t so well connected. You have kin in positions of power in every kingdom on the continent. Except for Craice. The family ran out of daughters.” Nera rolled one shoulder in a casual shrug. 
A horrid thought twisted Yarif’s insides as he frantically tried to recall all the royal lineages he’d learned as Baro’s secretary—and lineage that definitely didn’t show Nera as Mother’s sister. “I’m not related to Draylon, am I?” Judging by the shock on Draylon’s face when Yarif revealed the connection to Delletina, he hadn’t known. 
“No. I’d like to think even Emperor Soland wasn’t so craven as to force you to marry family, and secretaries work hard to track royals. We bastards slip past their notice, however, particularly when claimed as daughter by an earl.” She winked. “And when gold crosses palms to buy silence. However, cousins do marry in some circles. Not an appealing one in the bunch when I was on the marriage market.”
She told Yarif the family history until he fell asleep again. “Did I tell you that Bert is Niam’s second cousin once removed…”
[image: image-placeholder]The door opened, and Yarif’s heart soared at the relieved expression on Draylon’s face. Bandages covered one shoulder, the bare half of Draylon’s chest draped loosely in blue cloth. 
“Yarif! I’ve been worried.” Only Draylon would ignore anyone else present to keep his eyes firmly trained on Yarif. 
Warmth spread through Yarif’s chest that may have been more than the herbal concoctions Aunt Nera gave him. Half of Draylon’s chest on display, with those solid bunching muscles and…
Aunt Nera murmured, “I see someone’s feeling better.”
Heat suffused Yarif’s face. Too often on the road he’d imagined intimate scenes with Draylon to occupy his mind, giving himself something to think about besides impending doom. 
Now that they were together, though, Yarif’s battered body wasn’t up to the task. 
At the moment, anyway.
Draylon crossed the floor in a few long strides, sat in the chair next to the bed, and took Yarif’s hand, rubbing it against his bristly cheek. He kissed Yarif’s palm. “I was so worried I wouldn’t reach you in time.”
“But you did. You came for me.”
“Of course I came for you! I promised to protect you.”
Was a promise the only reason Draylon had come?
Draylon glowered, a more familiar expression than his relaxed mien. He leaned close and murmured, “You’re mine. No one gets to take you away from me.” He added almost as an afterthought, “Unless you want to leave.” The look in Draylon’s eyes might have been fear. 
Never! Yarif remained silent, tears stinging his eyes and a lump lodged in his throat. After a few moments, he managed, “What happens now?”
“Now, we rest, regain our strength and negotiate our first treaty as king and king consort.” 
“With King Niam?”
Draylon grinned. “None other.”
A man with copper curls and green eyes swept into the room, the very image of Aunt Nera, his handsome face beaming. “Ah, cousin. I see you survived my mother. Now we meet at last.”




Chapter Twenty-six


The man before Yarif was his cousin and leader of a vast kingdom. Would he hate Yarif because Renvalle joined the empire and sided with the enemy?  
The king’s warmth, however, appeared genuine, and Draylon had mentioned a treaty. 
“Your Majesty,” Yarif said, trying to rise from his bed.
King Niam tutted, putting out a staying hand. “No, you must call me Niam or cousin in private. I believe the one time we met before, you referred to me as ‘Neem.’”
“I don’t remember that.”
“How could you? You were just a babe in arms. I’m very sorry we couldn’t be an active part of your life, but as it was, even while your mother lived, our visits were clandestine due to our tenuous relationship with the empire. Once she passed, your father forbade any contact.”
Sounded like Father. “I’m sorry as well. Would you mind telling me what I missed while I was sleeping? About yourself?”
Draylon headed for the door. Niam and Yarif said as one, “Stay.”
Draylon obeyed, sitting in a chair farther from the bed than the chair Niam claimed. 
“Well, I grew up here in the mountains, my father was a good king, and I hope to live up to his legacy.”
“I don’t remember much about those times." Yarif would never admit to collecting any information he found on Niam as a form of cousin hero worship. 
Niam nodded, his lips drawn into a thin line. “I was nineteen when my father died. I took the throne and married the daughter of a noble house. She gave me two sons. We ended the marriage, and she returned home to marry her lover.” Niam didn’t sound offended. In fact, he sounded pleased by this turn of events.
“What?” That news hadn’t reached Yarif’s ears. 
Niam shrugged. “I needed heirs; her father wanted status. She and I became, and still are, friends. She visits the boys often.”
Boys? Niam had sons. Seemed Yarif needed to update his information on royal families. “Where are they? Can I see them?”
“Unfortunately, no. They couldn’t make this trip due to their studies, but I hope one day you can.”
Yarif held tightly to the “one day.” Family. He had more family. “Why have you never remarried?”
“I now have heirs, so there is no need. My mother fills the role of lady of the castle.”
“That sounds lonely.” Yarif would be lost without the twins to care for. Still, he had longed for a loving mate, though understanding the odds of such a possibility weren’t in his favor. 
Niam laughed, an honest sound. His pleasant mood lifted Yarif’s spirits. “I have lovers occasionally, but I must be careful or ambitious mothers will start scheming.”
“Yes, you wouldn’t want some social climbers throwing daughters your way.”
Again, Niam laughed, adding a wink. “It’s not only daughters I have to worry about.”
“Oh?” Did Niam like men and women?
“Yes. Oh. So no, I’m not lonely, and soon I hope to have a dear friend”—he coughed “cousin” into his fist— “to visit.” Niam’s voice took on a wistful quality. “It’s been so long since I’ve been out of the kingdom. I’d like to see all the empire's territories, once more view the oceans from flat land instead of a cliff, and reconnect with our other cousins. Have you seen any of them?” 
Yarif shook his head. “Sadly, no. Once Mother died, Father cut all ties with her family. Not by any dramatic act. He just simply stopped inviting them or accepting invitations.”
“I see. He not only cut ties with family but possible allies. Do you know what’s the first thing you must do if you wish to control someone?”
What an odd turn of topic. “No.”
“You cut them off from family and friends who might intervene, anyone the person listens to. Once the victim is deprived of loving guidance, the controller proceeds with the manipulation until the victim is a puppet.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I wonder if your dear emperor had a hand in that. I’m told your father hadn’t gone to court in the past few years. If King Lleval conspired with another, any propositions didn’t come from me.”
The shock on Draylon’s face spoke loud and clear.  “Yarif, you said your father didn’t include you in any plans.”
“No, he didn’t. So, if this is true, I’d no way to know about it.”
Niam’s serene expression never changed. “Unlike King Lleval, I keep up with gossip and willingly tell you I have spies in other lands. I call them uncles and cousins, but you get the idea. I also know the emperor has spies in Delletina. Perhaps in my own household.”
How awful it must be not to trust anyone around you. Then again, how many people did Yarif truly put faith in?
“But let us not talk of such things now, cousin.” Niam crossed an ankle over his knee in a very unregal pose. “I’d like to hear about you. I understand you’re recently wed…”
[image: image-placeholder]The sun fell early in the mountains. Aunt Nera had covered the windows with shutters for the night. She quietly shuffled from the room, not interrupting the conversation. There had to be servants, for Yarif spotted them in the courtyard from his window, but Aunt Nera tapped on the door and reentered herself, Bert following behind. “Set those bowls on the table yonder.” An aroma drifting from those bowls made Yarif’s mouth water and stomach rumble. His increased appetite must mean healing. 
Nera scowled at Niam. “You’ve been talking for hours. While I understand the need to exchange information, they’re not up and leaving tomorrow. Yarif and Draylon both should be resting.”
Color crept up Niam’s cheeks. “Yes, Mother.” To Draylon and Yarif, he said, “You have my sincere apologies. We’ll speak more later. Sadly, meetings with a few nobles and village leaders will occupy most of my day tomorrow. I hope you understand that I cannot let them see you. Not yet. You’re free to move about the upper floor but don’t come downstairs. I’m also keeping the servants away. As I said, there might be spies in my own household.”
“We understand,” Yarif and Draylon both said. 
“Good. Now, eat, rest, and let Mother or Bert know if you need anything. I’ll check in on Captain Rufe.” 
“I want to see him,” Draylon said.
Niam exchanged looks with Aunt Nera. “Tomorrow. Let him rest today.”
Draylon’s clenched jaw said just how little he liked the idea. 
“I promise, our good captain is safe and healing nicely. Tomorrow, you can see him. You have my word.” With that, Niam left the room, herding Aunt Nera and Bert before him. Bert stared with wide eyes, an abundance of unasked questions etched on his face. 
Finally, Yarif and Draylon were left alone. By unspoken agreement, they moved to the small table, where Nera had poured them each a glass of wine. For all Yarif had fantasized about a warm, soft bed, now he longed to sit again, though he kept his wounded back away from the chair back. 
“Is this stew?” he asked, uncovering the dish. Ah, yes. Stew with chunks of meat, potatoes, carrots, and onions. Crusty bread accompanied the meal. Simple fare, so unlike most noble families’ repasts. Nera and Niam didn’t appear to put on airs. No, they seemed simple and down to earth. 
Like Yarif’s mother had been. Or maybe Niam and Nera could be themselves here at the keep. 
Draylon lifted a spoonful to his mouth, took a tentative taste, and smiled. “This is good.” 
Wow, what a smile. It softened the harshness of Draylon’s face. Relaxed, he looked less of a barbarian, and more of an ordinary man. 
A very striking ordinary man. 
Draylon dropped his spoon into his bowl. “You’re not eating. Are you all right?”
What? Oh. Yarif took a bite, face heating at being caught staring. Then again, why be embarrassed by admiring the attractive man he happened to be married to?
So much had happened so fast, but the fact remained: Draylon had come for Yarif, rescued him, fought outnumbered, and won. 
For Yarif. 
Yarif managed a few more bites before his attention again strayed to the man across from him. Occasionally, Draylon flexed his shoulder or rubbed at his bandages with the opposite hand. Sometimes he winced. 
“How’s your shoulder?” Yarif asked after the fifth or sixth time.
“It’s a bit sore. Thank the God of War, the arrow wasn’t barbed. It could have done a lot more damage.” Draylon looked up. “How’s your back?”
“It’s…fine. Aunt Nera said it’s healing. Mostly bruises, lots of welts, a few cuts.” Yarif shrugged, which only reminded him that he wasn’t completely healed. So many times he’d imagined the situation reversed and Illa receiving lashes, but Yarif couldn’t inflict such pain on anyone.  
“May I see?” Draylon quickly added, “After we’ve eaten.” He nodded to Yarif’s half-full bowl. “Eat. You’ve lost weight, and I want you healthy before we even think about leaving this place.”
“So, we’re leaving?” Yarif had reveled in the low-stress environment, hearing stories of his mother, and the mere thought of braving the elements again made him shiver.  
“I’m afraid so. The longer we stay away, the more problems we’ll find when we get home.”
Home. Did Draylon mean Renvalle or Cormira? “I’m worried about my brother and sister.”
“So am I, to be honest. I don’t know May well, but something tells me she’ll take care of them as far as she’s able.”
“She will. Too bad I didn’t have her with them the day the soldiers arrived. They’d have gotten away and now live in a village somewhere.” But Yarif wouldn’t have been with them. How were they? Were they afraid with Yarif gone? Were they being taken care of?
Yarif sure hoped so. 
After their meal, Draylon checked Yarif’s back, giving a hum of approval. “Yes, healing nicely. I’ve seen men beaten for various reasons, but you didn’t deserve this. Nor to have your beautiful hair taken away.”
“Commander Illa seemed to think I deserved such treatment.” Yarif let every bit of bitterness show, self-consciously running a hand over the mess on his head—a mess Aunt Nera promised to help him sort out later. “I never heard. What happened to her?”
“I killed her.” Not a bit of remorse sounded in Draylon’s words. “And seeing this, knowing what you went through, I’d like to bring her back and kill her again.”
Throughout their time together, Draylon had been nothing but supportive. Even if Draylon’s father had paid to have Yarif tortured and killed. No one knew better than Yarif that sons were not their fathers. 
They finally finished their meals and sat sipping their wine, a sweet concoction Aunt Nera called ice wine. She’d winked and added, Tough on the feet, I tell you, stomping ice instead of grapes. The fire crackled in the hearth but probably needed another log. With a full stomach and wine dulling pain, Yarif could relax, if only for a little while. 
“Do you have any idea where Illa intended to take you?” Draylon asked. 
“I heard her mention Wren a few times. Like, ‘When we get to Wren.’”
“Wren. We’ll have to ask Niam.” Draylon added wood to the fire. “There, that should keep you tonight. Is there anything else you need before I leave?”
Yarif’s mouth went dry as dust. Leaving already? Though sleep called to him, Illa waited for him in his dreams. Dare he ask? “I’m not… I don’t…”
Draylon stepped closer, resting a hand on Yarif’s arm. “Whatever it is, just ask.”
A hard swallow didn’t dislodge the lump from Yarif’s throat. “I… I want you to stay. All night. I mean, we’re both still recovering, but I…” He pulled his courage together and pushed on. For so long, he’d been alone, trying to bear every burden with no one to share the load. While their situation might change over time, at present they shared a goal: survival and righting a few wrongs. 
I give my solemn vow to protect you and yours. 
“I want you to hold me tonight. We don’t have to do anything else.” While his body wished to experience Draylon’s again, fatigue pulled at Yarif’s limbs. 
He might even sleep better, not in fear of the guards outside the door or the emperor suddenly discovering he lived.  
“I’d like nothing better.” Draylon closed the distance, bending and pressing their lips together. 




Chapter Twenty-seven


Draylon tried not to hover over the next two weeks and allowed Yarif time to get to know his family, but staying away proved hard. What if they convinced Yarif to remain in the mountain kingdom and dissolve the marriage? 
Draylon couldn’t make up for his father’s horrible plotting if not given half a chance. Besides, he needed Yarif’s help if he hoped to become a worthy ruler for Renvalle. A surprising ambition for a man who never wanted to be king. 
He’d been given the job. He would do his best for the kingdom and its people. If for no other reason than to aggravate his father, who likely planned to watch Draylon fail spectacularly in his new position. 
Draylon recalled the previous night, how natural Yarif felt in his arms, like he belonged there. 
Perhaps he did. 
Now, night after night, the nightmares. Waking to an armful of trembling Yarif. All because of Father. Draylon had started off sleeping in the chair by the bed to keep the nightmares at bay once Nera weaned Yarif off the sleeping potions.  Draylon wound up in the bed each time, not for sex, but for comfort. 
Now he paced the room he’d been given, where he retreated when Nera sent him from Yarif’s side. Draylon’s pent-up tension sought an outlet. Two weeks had given him time to recover from his injuries and wonder about his next move. Maybe Rufe would be up to some company. 
Two guards stood by the door. What? These guys weren’t here yesterday—had something happened? Hadn’t Niam ruled Yarif, Draylon, and Rufe harmless, unneedful of constant guarding? 
Draylon ignored the guards and tapped on Rufe’s door. “Rufe, I…” The door swung open from an overly ambitious knock.  
Niam leaned back in his chair by Rufe’s bedside in a practiced move designed to appear casual. Rufe, on the other hand, jerked away. Had Draylon interrupted something interesting? He must remember to tease Rufe later. 
At least Niam’s presence explained the guards. 
Draylon cleared his throat. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to—” 
“It’s all right, Dray.” Rufe beamed. “I’m feeling much better, and His Majesty came for a visit.” Rufe even had the good grace to look—sheepish? 
Well, well. Even more interesting. Rufe always had been partial to redheads, but a king? He’d avoided such situations before, not wanting to be seen as a social climber—thus the discreet liaisons with Draylon. 
King Niam turned to face the door. “Please, both of you. I’ve told you to call me Niam when we’re in private.” He nodded to a second chair. “Your timing is impeccable. I believe it’s time to strategize.”
Draylon raised one brow. “What about Yarif?”
“I’ll send for him.” Niam rose and stuck his head out the door, murmuring quietly. 
In the time they’d been here, Draylon hadn’t seen many servants, so had no clue who might have just passed the door to be sent on an errand unless one of the guards went. The only people he’d seen were King Niam, the queen mother, a handful of guards, and Bert, who often slipped silently into a room, accomplished his task, then slipped out again. 
Yarif joined them a few moments later, dressed in the style of the mountain folk, in hide trousers and a woolen shirt covered in delicate embroidered birds and vines and dyed the same color blue as his eyes. Nera’s close crop of Yarif’s hair, her attempt to minimize the damage, showed off high cheekbones and a refined jawline. He’d lost weight during his ordeal, but good meals and rest recently brought color back to his cheeks. In a word, he was beautiful. 
Draylon would love to see Yarif in ceremonial Delletinian garb, which included a length of woolen cloth gathered at the waist, falling just below a man’s knees.
Draylon retrieved another chair and sat near King Niam and Rufe, pulling Yarif’s chair closer to Draylon’s than absolutely necessary. The memory of Yarif’s screams from last night still rang in Draylon’s ears. 
Niam began. “Your Maj—” 
“If I’m calling you Niam, call me Draylon or Dray.” Formalities slowed conversations, taking focus away from truly important matters. 
Deep dimples formed on Niam’s cheeks. Though not much older than Draylon, he had a boyish quality to his features. He fixed his attention on Yarif. “My apologies. I fell into official meeting protocol. Yarif, you told me that Commander Illa Trandores carried out the abduction, and you believe she brought you here to make it look like an act of war on the part of Delletina.”
Yarif nodded. “Yes. She said her family once sat on the Delletina throne until deposed by your family, and she intended to retake her birthright.”
Niam shot to his feet. “Her birthright? If her family ever sat on the throne, they did so when no one else was looking. Her great-grandfather was a minor noble. A monster who abused his family and servants. He was brought to court for trial and died before justice could be served. My grandfather allowed her family to keep their lands and money, both squandered by her kin. When she joined the Imperial Army, she forfeited her right to any title.” He stared out the window at gently falling snow. 
Snow. Bah! Draylon would take sunshine and sand over snow any day. 
Niam continued, “My family has ruled Delletina since we broke away from Craice centuries ago. Any claims she made were all in her head.”
Draylon took over the telling. “She claims my fath… Emperor Soland promised her a throne. Either Delletina’s or another, hinging on her providing the empire a reason to attack and take over this country.”
Yarif chimed in, “She whipped me. Never said why, just told her men, ‘Tie him up’ whipped me like it was a task she needed to accomplish, then we got back on our horses.” His hands clenched into fists at the telling. Only by truly listening did Draylon hear the wavering in his voice. “Said she wanted it to look like I’d been tortured over time.”
He spoke so matter-of-factly about such a horrible event. Even if a soldier under his command had committed crimes, Draylon never beat them with such casual disregard. He’d killed Illa too quickly, too painlessly. “They wanted to drive the people’s resolve to avenge their former prince due to his ill treatment.” Draylon maneuvered his shoulder ever so discreetly to rest against Yarif’s in a silent show of support. 
Niam barked a laugh. “They had no idea Yarif is my own dear cousin. Of course, great pains were taken to keep that news private.”
Yarif turned toward Draylon, “I told you that commander Illa looked familiar. She held several meetings with Father and Baro. I couldn’t find out at the time who she was.”
Niam stared out at nothing for a few moments before speaking quietly. “I’ve delayed this conversation to consult with my sources. I knew of a woman speaking a Delletinian dialect who paid secret visits to king Lleval—a woman matching the description of your Commander Illa Trandores. I can assure you, she has no connection to me, and my spies believed her to have been Lleval’s lover.” Niam gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I wonder if I need better spies.”
Draylon would have to question those sources later. For himself. 
Niam continued, “Rumors say that Delletina might have been in alliance with Lleval, but I ask you, what would we want with lands filled with sand and water? While I knew of the Trandores family, I didn’t know about Illa specifically, as her father and mother left the country years ago.” He focused his attention on Draylon. “In case I haven’t made myself clear, we are not warmongers. We have an army well trained in mountain combat to defend ourselves if necessary. 
“We have no interest in any land beyond our boundaries, though certain villages along the border have raided some on the Renvallian side in the past. Tit for tat and mostly done as a bit of good-natured one-upmanship or sheer boredom. Afterward, I believe they settle their differences and have a celebration. I mean, how exciting could sheepherding be? Many in power try to deny facts, but marriage between Delletina and Renvallian citizens happens often.” Niam’s smile grew enigmatic. “Or marriages between our citizens and those of other kingdoms in the empire.
“A few nobles try to stir up the masses on occasion, telling them the empire will come and steal their lands, but none have ever gained much of a following.”
“Are you still opposed to joining the empire?” Draylon would much rather have Niam as an ally than an enemy. He wasn’t about to pass on an opportunity to build bridges. 
Niam shook his head, lips thinning into a tight line. “As long as Soland is emperor, we will remain free. He wants only our gold and to take whatever he can for his own uses, not to create a mutually beneficial agreement.” His gaze strayed to Rufe, who ducked his head. 
Rufe? Shy? Who was this man, and what had he done with the real Rufe? Also very out of character for Rufe to let a conversation go on around him without adding more input. 
Draylon recalled past heated conversations with his father. “He’ll call it ‘for the greater good.’ I’ve become so tired of those words.” What Father meant when he uttered them was for my good. “He also intends to unite the continent as his legacy.” 
“They’ll never win over Craice by force. Or Delletina.” Niam turned a thoughtful frown directly to Draylon again. “You’ve seen the hazards of our mountains. It’s highly doubtful a flatlander force could make any headway against trained mountain warriors. Between avalanches, sudden rainstorms resulting in flash floods, blizzards, and vast wildernesses, the land herself protects us.” The corners of his mouth quirked upward. “Ah, did I mention sinkholes?”
“Sinkholes?” Rufe, Draylon, and Yarif all asked together. 
“The mountains are riddled with underground caves. When the ceilings weaken, the ground above suddenly collapses, which is why the village you stayed in came to be deserted. Trust me, we won’t be conquered. Better to negotiate with us.”
“And you won’t negotiate with the current emperor.” Just to make certain, Draylon had to clarify. 
The muscles in Niam’s jaw flexed. “We will not. Countless innocents have lost their lives because he’d rather wipe them from the earth than talk to them. You were a commander”—he nodded at Draylon— “and you a captain”—he shifted his attention to Rufe, where it lingered. “While I would be reluctant to kill your subordinates or even face the two of you in battle, we will not be defeated, have our riches pillaged and our citizens stripped of their rights. If we joined the empire, there would have to be protections and advantages for us. My people will not suffer under my rule.”
“I understand.” Draylon truly did. His father, however, never would. “But now I need to plan the next steps.”
“What next steps?”
“Yarif and I must return to Renvalle, take up our positions there, and expose the true villain behind Yarif’s kidnapping and torture. His Imperial Majesty Emperor Soland Aravaid.” Draylon let out a long breath, closing his eyes against the ache in his heart. “My father.”




Chapter Twenty-eight


Emperor Soland wouldn’t be pleased to find Yarif alive and Illa dead. A spark of pride filled Yarif’s chest. Simply by surviving, he might save many from needless suffering. Thwarting his father-in-law’s plans was a bonus.  
Now, to keep himself alive. He kept his voice steady while addressing Draylon, though rage at the emperor burned hot within him. “No matter where we go, your father will still want me killed.” Draylon usually said “the emperor” instead of “my father,” but the fact of the matter remained: Draylon’s father wanted Yarif dead, and from what Yarif had learned over the years, Emperor Soland usually got what he wanted. 
Not this time. 
Weariness seemed to weigh on Draylon, hunching his shoulders. He let out a sigh. “We’ll have to make sure you’re seen, that the people know you’re alive.”
“Your fath… the emperor has a long reach. There is nowhere I can hide where he can’t find me.” 
“Yes, there is.” The earnestness on Draylon’s face gave Yarif pause. “We’ll hide you in plain sight. He can’t act with witnesses.”
“What about the children? He’s not above using children to manipulate me.” 
Draylon slowly shook his head. “Sadly, no, he’s not. First, we need to determine if he remains in Renvalle, which I believe he would until he’s established a loyal leadership there. Things would be much easier if he returned to the capital. Either way, we must be on our way as quickly as possible.”
“Unfortunately, I’m inclined to agree,” Niam said, looking sorrowfully in Rufe’s direction. “I’ve already overextended my planned stay. Before my advisors track me down like a pack of hunting dogs, I must return to the capital. I’ve kept the servants away as much as possible, only letting the most trustworthy guards know you’re here. Still, I must watch my step until relations with the empire improve. While I am king, the nobles outnumber the royal family and are more obstinate.”
Rufe finally spoke up. “What of the weather? Will we have to wait until spring to brave the pass?”
Niam shook his head. “No. The weather has remained clear for three days and is likely to stay that way for the immediate future, but there are no guarantees for how long. My recommendation is that you leave early next week. My mother has said the three of you are fit enough to make the journey, but you won’t be back to full fighting abilities yet. We can’t wait much longer.”
Next week? Yarif’s heart hammered. Leave the safety of this keep where he was only Yarif, nephew, or cousin, and go back to where he was the king consort, and an emperor schemed his doom?
Draylon regarded Yarif for several long moments. “There is a contingent of Glendoran soldiers at the base of the mountains. I know their commander. Though they answer to the emperor, I believe if I plead our case, Commander Vihaan will listen. There must be peace, and any differences solved through negotiation first.” He squared his shoulders, turning his unwavering gaze on Rufe, Niam, then Yarif again. “Now I ask you all to join me in treason: overthrowing Emperor Soland and putting Avestan Aravaid on the throne if we must. Yarif will not be murdered, and the empire will not go to war.” 
Niam stroked his chin. “I hope you understand that I must consider the matter, though you’re only asking me to do what I’m already accused of.”
“I wouldn’t trust a rash decision.” 
Rufe told Draylon, “I go where you do, you know that. No questions asked.”
Yarif left the room after they concluded their talk, wending his way back toward his chambers. 
“Yarif. A word, please,” Draylon called after him.
Yarif froze. 
Draylon caught up, wearing the same woolen trousers and tunic style as Niam but with far less embroidery. He’d cut his hair again, nearly shaved on the sides, with a longer patch on top. Did he still shave his chest to make wearing armor over padding more comfortable? Yarif hadn’t noticed during the night. 
Images of their wedding night came to mind. Even now, standing close, Yarif’s body reacted to Draylon’s bulky form. 
Draylon stared into Yarif’s eyes. Yarif's heart pounded fast from the nearness and from what Draylon might say. “I need you to know I wouldn’t take you back to Renvalle if there was any better way to keep you safe. I would never harm you, and I hope you believe that.”
Every night Draylon protected Yarif from bad dreams, never asking for anything in return, defied an emperor to stage a rescue. “Of course I do.”
“You also realize I’ll protect you.” Draylon raised his hands in a defensive gesture. “Not that you need protection. But I hope you understand my meaning.”
The genuine caring in his eyes nearly undid Yarif. “Yes, I do. As I’d defend you.” Where had those words come from? The moment they left his mouth, Yarif realized how much he meant them. They tasted of truth.
For better or worse, their lives were entwined, and whereas a single strand might easily fray, two bound together weren’t so quickly broken. 
They stood there a moment longer before Draylon drew Yarif into his arms. Yarif sank into the embrace, realizing how much he craved the touch. Draylon kissed him, slow, sensual, out in the hallway where anyone could see. 
Yarif let him. He’d needed this. Damnation, but he needed this, and he snaked his arms around Draylon, still mindful of the shoulder wound. 
Once more, Yarif’s body reminded him that yes, we like Draylon very much. More than liked. Yarif moaned into the kiss, shifting his body for a better fit. His hard cock met Draylon’s. So Yarif wasn’t the only one so affected. 
Their relationship might end short-lived, but he’d make the most of their time together. 
“I’ve wanted to do this for days,” Draylon confessed. “But your aunt watches like a hawk, and your cousin keeps me away from you until way into the night, hammering out details for a possible alliance. I want you to rest when we’re alone in your room.”
“I’ve been wanting you too,” Yarif agreed. 
Draylon dipped his chin to take Yarif’s mouth with a smile tugging his lips. When he pulled away, he murmured somewhat breathlessly, “Come to my room with me?”
Without saying a word, Yarif grabbed Draylon’s hand and nearly sprinted through the hallway. Tonight they’d be together for more than just sleep, and woe be to anyone who tried to stop them. 
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon closed the door. “I don’t want a performance. I don’t care what you were trained to do as a consort. With me, I want you to be genuine. If you like something, say so. If you don’t like something, say so. This is not about me. This is about us. You being my consort doesn’t allow me to feed my own needs at the cost of yours.”
Yarif silenced Draylon with a kiss, the words sinking into his mind, driving away years of lessons on what a consort should be. When alone, instead of king and consort, they were simply Dray and Yarif. 
Never breaking the kiss, Draylon walked Yarif backward toward the bed, an elaborate affair curtained to keep in warmth. Yarif wondered for a moment if his own bed might be better, for he felt comfortable there, before realizing he only felt comfortable there because he had Draylon wrapped around him. 
His own room also reminded him of unpleasant dreams. They’d made no memories in this room. Time to start now.
Draylon lifted the hem of Yarif’s tunic. Yarif stopped him with a hand to the wrist. “Please don’t. I don’t want you to look at what she did to me.”
In answer, Draylon removed his own shirt, trousers, and small clothes, standing naked and erect before Yarif. He turned slowly, letting Yarif see every scar: a burn from battle with Verlan, the scar on his face, another from a slash that barely missed vital organs. “What do you see when you look at me?” Draylon asked.
Yarif extended his hand, brushing along a wicked scar. “You’re beautiful.”
“And my scars?”
“Are a part of you.”
Draylon nodded. “I wear my life upon my skin, as do you. I don’t see any ugliness, only the strong will to survive. I’ll admit to being angry when I see the marks, but not at you. Never at you.” He took Yarif’s mouth in a sweet kiss. “If you don’t want me to see, I won’t ask, but believe me when I tell you that nothing could make you less beautiful, less perfect. Without me, you’d never have been forced to endure what you have. You’re strong. You’re a survivor.”
After a moment, Yarif stepped back, biting his lower lip as he removed his tunic. 
Draylon ran his fingers over the unmarred skin of Yarif’s chest. “Like I said. Beautiful. Are you in pain?”
“No. I’m mostly healed. But it’s not pretty. Will never be pretty.”
“It is, and it will. It’s a part of you.”
Draylon’s erection offered assurances that, no, he wasn’t bothered. Letting go of fear and humiliation allowed Yarif to focus on the man in his arms, who carefully avoided touching the whip marks. 
“You can touch,” Yarif murmured. “It doesn’t hurt unless you press.”
Except for the phantom pains that occasionally struck with no warning. 
Draylon ran gentle fingers along Yarif’s healing skin, down to his buttocks and back again, moaning into a kiss. Between their bodies, Yarif’s cock began to stiffen again. Draylon had no idea how images of him, memories, kept Yarif sane during captivity. 
Yarif turned and climbed onto the high bed, allowing Draylon a brief glimpse of his ruined back. Draylon embraced him from behind, nuzzling Yarif’s earlobe. They said nothing, Yarif stilling while Draylon explored with hands, lips, and tongue. 
Unable to stay still, Yarif turned, wrapping his legs around Draylon’s hips. How easy to sink back into lessons he’d been taught, go through the motions. But Draylon didn’t want that. He said he wanted Yarif present, participating, and sharing pleasure. 
Yarif swayed backward, pulling Draylon onto the bed. He hissed as Draylon’s weight pushed him down onto the mattress. 
Draylon shot upright. “I’m so sorry. Here, let me lie down.” He stretched out on the bed, wincing. “No, I don’t think that will work either.”
Both their erections had softened. Yarif murmured. “Aren’t we a pair?”
Draylon met and held Yarif’s gaze. “A determined pair. Try again?”
Yarif chuckled, the discomfort in his back easing. “Try to stop me.” 
After some maneuvering, Yarif lay on his side with his head on a pillow, Draylon staring down. He settled in front of Yarif, taking both their cocks in one large hand, pumping them together. 
How good. How very good to simply enjoy instead of calculating every move to bring maximum pleasure. 
“That’s it,” Draylon murmured. “Relax. Do you feel how much I want you? I’ve always wanted you. It just took me a while to realize.” He grew silent except for moans, exploring the recesses of Yarif’s mouth with his tongue. 
Yarif pulled back. “Don’t you want to…”
“Shhh.” Draylon kissed the tip of Yarif’s nose. “Neither one of our backs is up to anything strenuous.”
Good point. 
Draylon rained kisses over Yarif’s neck and shoulders, all the while working them in a sure rhythm. So good. So right. 
The world boiled down to this man, this moment. Nothing existed outside of their bed. Draylon’s moans made the sweetest music. Yarif let go, thrusting into Draylon’s hand.
“That’s it,” Draylon rasped, “feel good with me. Cum with me.”
Pressure built deep within. Breaking his training, Yarif didn’t concentrate solely on his partner. The image of Draylon displaced the memory of the priests with their cold, calculating movements. That was acting. This was real. 
Draylon’s muscles flexed and relaxed beneath Yarif’s hands as they both thrust faster, more forcefully. 
“I’m going to…” Ecstasy slammed into Yarif, rolling him over and over in its sweet depths. His grip on Draylon kept him anchored. 
A moment later, Draylon cried out, warmth flooding over Yarif’s belly. Draylon pulled Yarif to his chest. 
They breathed hard, clinging to each other, hearts thundering. 
The last time they’d been together, Yarif had left and…
“Shh,” Draylon murmured against Yarif’s temple. “I’ve got you now. I’m never going to let you go.”
Safe and warm, Yarif slipped into oblivion, still held in Draylon’s arms. 
Where he stayed for two days. 





Chapter Twenty-nine


Draylon wasn’t there when Yarif woke up, though warmth still clung to the covers on the far side of the bed. A renewed fire burned in the hearth.  
Oh, right. Draylon needed to meet with Rufe, who’d spent the previous day exploring the surroundings. Though they all wanted to trust Niam, they had to be careful. 
A knock sounded on the door. 
Yarif pulled the cover up to his chin. “Come in.”
Aunt Nera marched through the door carrying a small basket, which she placed on the table. “I’ve brought you breakfast.” She scowled. “You’ve been missing meals.”
Heat raced over Yarif’s face. 
Nera laughed. “Plus, I need to check your back.”
While Yarif appreciated Aunt Nera’s healing skills, he’d gotten tired of being an invalid. “As you wish.” He sat up, allowing Nera to smear some herbal concoction over his skin.  
“Much better.” She gently probed a spot with her fingers. “How’s that?”
“It doesn’t hurt as much as it did.”
“There’s a numbing agent in the salve. A few more days ought to do it. Now, you get dressed.” Nera left the room, returning later with tea and another basket. 
Yarif wore one of the knitted tunics provided for him, embroidered with green leaves and red berries. The trousers were loose, but he’d lost weight since leaving Renvalle. If he kept eating good fare, the situation would soon no longer be an issue. 
“Come. Eat.” Aunt Nera poured them each a cup of tea, settling down in a chair to arrange the contents of the basket on the table.
One plate sat across from her, filled with sweet bread and some kind of soft cheese Yarif had never had in Renvalle. He chatted while they ate. “I’ve enjoyed talking to you and Niam. I feel that I missed so much not knowing the two of you. I wish I could meet his sons.” How many times over the years had Yarif longed for the family he knew existed but could only imagine? Now that he’d reconnected… well… he’d find it hard to leave.
“Myself, as well. I hope Draylon and Niam are laying the groundwork for future visits.”
“I’d like that.”
“I also hope their trade agreements prove successful.” Nera gave a wistful sigh. “I do miss a good Herixian wine. Or silk thread from Glendor.”
Yarif smiled, recalling the plans Draylon discussed when they weren’t making love. “I’m thinking May, our head cook, would love to get her hands on some of this cheese.”
“If we establish trade, I’ll send a herd of the goats we milk to make that cheese.” Aunt Nera gave a sly smile. “On a completely different topic, I’ve noticed the two of you stay in the same room. I can give you a larger room as a married couple.”
Flames licked up Yarif’s face once more. “No. No, that’s all right. This room is fine. We won’t be staying much longer.” More’s the pity. 
“If you’re sure.” Nera sighed. “It’s been so good having you here, regardless of the circumstances. I’ve missed your mother dearly, her letters, the occasions we saw each other. Just knowing she was there, you know?”
“Yes, I do.” Sometimes, even now, Yarif imagined Mother in the rose garden or sitting in a sunny spot by a window, the sun lighting her face, bringing out the freckles on her nose. 
Freckles Aunt Nera shared. She asked, “What will you do now?”
The question pulled Yarif from his musings. “What do you mean?” 
“You were forced into marriage, but it seems that’s working well for you.” Nera’s eyes twinkled. “Will you stay with your husband?”
“I’ve not thought about the future beyond getting home and ensuring my brother and sister are cared for.” Nor had Yarif asked Draylon’s opinion on the matter. If Yarif had his say, though, he’d spend his days making Draylon happy. 
“I can’t blame you there. But if you want an old woman’s advice, you shouldn’t discount your relationship, regardless of how you got there. I’ve been watching the two of you. There’s a spark. I believe it can grow to be a flame. No, you’re not wildly and passionately in love. If that happens before a couple knows each other, it never lasts. However, the two of you watch out for each other and enjoy each other’s company. Successful marriages have started with less.”
“What about you and Uncle Reed?”
Nera gave a girlish laugh. “Although Delletina isn’t a part of the empire, travel between the two was quite common in years past. Reed was a prince then, though into his forties, and widowed without an heir. I’d just turned twenty. While I thought of him merely as another guest to our home, Father meant us to meet. Because I thought Father had someone else in mind for me, I was open, enjoying Reed’s company.” She giggled. “In fact, I didn’t know he was royalty. Which meant we could fall in love with the person without the background noise of position or obligations. By the time he left, he had taken my heart with him. We married the next spring. While I miss my homeland's rolling plains and rivers, I fell in love with the mountains as much as with my husband. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss him. But even with his loss, my life was enriched for even knowing him. I hope you can find that kind of wonder with Draylon.”
Could Yarif have such a thing? Should he dare dream? All he had as examples were his father and Father’s wives, whom he married to serve a purpose, but never to love. Poor Mother. Starved of affection. Especially seeing her sisters happy. 
Mother had tried hard with Father, even if she failed in her one-sided effort. Draylon was a far better man than Father. Perhaps Yarif and Draylon would have a different outcome. “I’d like to try.”
The door flew open, and a man dressed in richly embroidered clothing stepped in—even his gloves and riding cloak had been painstakingly decorated. His eyes flashed with obvious delight that he wasn’t too successful in hiding. “Ah, I’m very sorry, my dear Nera. I must’ve taken a wrong turn.”
Yarif bristled at the familiarity when Nera stiffened. If she’d possessed hackles, they would have risen. 
“And a wrong flight of stairs.” Her voice lowered to nearly a growl as she rose to her feet. “Lord Whreyn, I’m sure my son is looking for you, and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
Lord Whreyn?
“I do apologize, Your Majesty.” Though the words sounded sincere, the man showed no signs of leaving, instead raking a calculating gaze over Yarif.  
Nera shifted between Lord Whreyn and Yarif, blocking the view. “I won’t keep you,” she said with too much sweetness. 
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your companion? Where are your manners?” 
“Keeping yours company, I expect, somewhere far from here.”
Unperturbed by Aunt Nera’s rebuke, Lord Whreyn persisted, “I see a resemblance. One of your nephews, perhaps?”
“If you really must know, this young man was injured and brought to me for healing. Now, be gone with you, or I’ll call the guards.”
“Interesting. I haven’t seen many guards on this floor of the keep. Why is that?”
A new voice added in a low, threatening rumble, “Their king has them busy elsewhere, where you’re supposed to meet with him. Rest assured, they’re close enough to summon if needed.” Niam stepped into the room behind Lord Whreyn. 
Whreyn paled. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I simply lost my way.”
“Indeed you have. Now, would you like to finish our negotiations, or would you rather continue invading the privacy of my home?”
Whreyn plastered on a smile as realistic as his overly dyed black hair. “Good day, Your Majesty.” He peeked around Nera. “And you too, good sir.” His smile turned gloating. 
Niam stepped around, herding the pompous lord from the room. When he closed the door, Nera collapsed into her chair, burying her face in her hands. “Oh, this is bad. Very, very bad.”
“Why?” 
Nera dropped her hands, revealing worry lines on her forehead. “He's one of Niam's biggest detractors. And well-informed enough to at least suspect who you and Draylon might be.”
Yarif’s heart plunged to his stomach. “Did you say his name’s Whreyn?”
Whreyn. Wren. 
Illa’s destination. 
[image: image-placeholder]No one said a word that night while gathering for dinner. Once Draylon, Yarif, Niam, Rufe, and Nera, were seated, Aunt Nera began, “I have reprimanded Bert for his indiscretion.”
“What indiscretion?” Yarif had scarcely seen the young man while staying at the keep but hoped he wasn’t in too much trouble. 
“It seems Lord Whreyn turned on the charm, wheedled from Bert that we had guests staying at the keep. Since we didn’t return to the capital as expected, Whreyn knew they must be important. He only requested an urgent meeting to discover who we entertained so secretly.” Nera’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. “I’d hoped to keep your presence a secret.”
“He always has been the meddling sort,” Niam spat. “The moment he returned to our negotiations, he began trying to manipulate me, even though he only suspects your identities.” Niam picked at his meal, shifting in his chair. After a while, he put down his fork and addressed Rufe and Draylon. “While I often call the man a fool, he’s far too insightful for his own good. A man obviously occupied Yarif's room, and no one but the royal family stays on the upper floors. Even if he hasn’t pieced together who Yarif is, I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time.”
“He does know,” Yarif said, voice small.
“Why? What do you mean?” Niam demanded. 
“When Illa abducted me, she kept saying she was going to ‘wren.’ I believe Lord Whreyn might be who she meant.”
“Then we must be ready to leave,” Draylon replied. “Whatever his purpose, he won’t have you.” 
“Agreed.” Niam gave a curt nod. “In addition to his insightfulness, Whreyn also possesses a wagging tongue. We didn’t discuss the matter afterward, as I refused and subtly hinted at sanctions. I only hope he heeds my warnings.”
“Why does he oppose you?” Rufe asked.
“Some nobles enjoy their power and fear if we ever join the empire, they’ll lose that advantage of being a tall tree in a small forest. They simply cannot tolerate sharing a larger forest with other taller trees, if you get my meaning.”
Yarif did. All too well. 
“Many nobles lost their lands when the empire won the war with Draige. Holdings and their titles were awarded by the empire to the emperor’s greatest supporters.” Draylon scowled.
“And seeing the king consort of Renvalle in my home…” Niam shook his head. “During our talks, Whreyn also made subtle hints to me paying for his silence.”
“And?” Draylon prompted. 
“And there isn’t enough gold in our mountains to keep the dratted man quiet, but he’s too well connected to throw into the dungeon.” Niam threw down his fork in disgust. 
“You have a dungeon?” Yarif asked. 
For the first time over dinner, Niam smiled, albeit briefly and somewhat strained. “Not a usable one, but if I did, I’m not sure I could stand the temptation. So, as much as I’m enjoying your visit, the time has come for you to leave.”
And return to Renvalle to face a murderer. 
[image: image-placeholder]After dinner, Rufe, Draylon, Yarif, and Niam remained in the room. Two guards entered. 
Niam stood. “I’d like you to meet my most trusted guards, Omer and Casseign. You’ve likely seen them around the keep.” He nodded to the guards. “Please be seated. 
“We have reason to believe Lord Whreyn had a role in Yarif’s kidnapping plot.” The guards surely knew of Yarif’s rank. Still, best that Niam not directly point out Yarif’s station. “I need to know if other nobles were involved. Solid proof, as I cannot risk them confronting Yarif. I want spies to track Whreyn and report back. I want to know who he contacts and why. Ensure any messengers he sends out are followed.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the first guard said. 
Niam balled his hands into fists. “That is all. I needn’t tell you that your discretion is expected.” 
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the two men said in unison. As one, they turned and marched from the room. 
Once they left, Niam said, “I’ve alerted my secretary, who will look into Whreyn’s properties. I’ll discover if he has foreign visitors and what his finances are like. I need any leverage or flaws we can exploit to discredit him if needed. He’s long ago earned my distrust, so I’ll likely return to the capital to find files upon files about him. Do not worry. If he’s in any way connected, he’ll be stopped.”
“Thank you.” The muscles in Draylon’s jaw twitched. 
“It will take him three days to return to his estate. In that time, we must plan your departure.” 





Chapter Thirty


While Yarif wasn’t in a hurry to return home to face what waited there, he’d grown increasingly agitated, worried for the children, and generally being unused to idleness. Not to mention whatever threat Lord Whreyn posed.  
Though the days had allowed both Yarif and Draylon time to heal, time to plan with Cousin Niam, and chances to learn more about family history—and each other—the time had come to leave. 
Yarif took the opportunity during a rare free moment to stroll the family’s private garden behind the keep.  Two guards remained a few paces behind to give the illusion of privacy. A soft snow blanketed the grounds, and melting ice filled the basin of an ornate fountain carved with vines. A common theme in Delletinian artwork. 
He’d dressed in a simple tunic and trousers, with a servant’s cloak for warmth. No sense in drawing attention to himself, even if he’d been assured he’d be perfectly safe here in the gardens. After all, who’d be daring enough to attack King Niam’s keep? 
The crisp scent of snow filled Yarif’s nose, along with woodsmoke from the fireplaces. As beautiful as this place was now, he imagined the flowers his aunt described blooming in spring. What a beautiful garden it must be, designed for Niam’s great-grandmother. 
As much as Yarif hated the cold and longed for home, he’d miss this place, particularly sitting by the fire with Draylon, talking, reading, or saying nothing. They spoke Delletinian to improve Draylon’s language skills. 
Surprisingly, Rufe’s new abilities surpassed Draylon’s. Or maybe not so surprising, given how much time he spent with Niam.
Yarif looked up at approaching footsteps. 
Draylon strode across the garden, dressed as Yarif was, in borrowed clothes far warmer than anything he’d likely ever worn before. His boots crunched in the snow. 
While he wore no armor, he’d donned a short sword and carried knives since the incident with Lord Whreyn. Yarif had noticed Draylon practicing in the courtyard from time to time, regaining use of his sword arm. 
His heart lifted at the sight of Draylon. They rarely spent time alone during the day, a moment or two here or there. Usually, they were in meetings with Rufe and Niam, Aunt Nera joining them for meals, along with Bert on occasion. For all his friendliness, something about the boy put Yarif on guard. 
Yarif and Draylon usually fell into bed together each night, often too tired to do anything but snuggle into each other’s heat, maybe share a few kisses before they drifted off to sleep.  
The nightmares came less frequently, banished by Draylon’s solid presence. 
Now, though, Draylon came alone. Yarif gently laced his fingers with Draylon’s. 
Draylon flashed a smile. “I may owe Rufe. I convinced him to occupy Niam and allow us some time alone.” He glanced over his shoulder at the guards. “In a manner of speaking.”
The assignment likely didn’t take a lot of convincing, given some of the longing looks between Niam and Rufe. Whatever the reasons, Yarif would take the reprieve away from strategies, negotiations, and thoughts of more than the here and now. 
“More snow fell last night.” Yarif had sat by the window, watching the fluffy white flakes fall until Draylon arrived for bed. “But not enough to hamper our travel, Aunt Nera said.”
Draylon shivered. “Yes. Snow is beautiful, but through a window or from a distance.”
Yarif agreed. Then, Draylon turned, intensity in his warm brown eyes, admiration, and maybe so much more. Before Yarif could puzzle out the mood, Draylon took his mouth in a hungry kiss. 
Something whizzed by Yarif’s head, thunking into a nearby tree. 
“Down!” Draylon pulled his sword and took a defensive stance. Another arrow flew, closer this time. “Run!” Hand on Yarif’s biceps, Draylon pulled, keeping himself between Yarif and danger. 
The guards took position, shielding Yarif and Draylon.
Another arrow hit a tree. Were these archers that bad, or were they merely sending a message? 
Two men stepped from the trees. Draylon gave Yarif a shove. “Go! Tell Rufe and Niam.” 
Yarif nodded, nearly too frozen from fear to act. No! He was no delicate thing, and Draylon’s life might hang in the balance. Another man charged from the trees as Yarif launched himself for the keep.
His long strides ate ground. While not as bulky or muscular as some soldiers, Yarif had speed on his side. 
His foot hit a patch of ice… down he went, the only thing saving him from his attacker’s blade. 
Then the attacker went down on the ice, sword flying from his hand. 
Yarif rolled on top, punching the man in the face. The attacker wasn’t wearing armor, just hide clothing, far too nice and well-fitting to belong to a common thief. 
The man lashed out with a gloved fist. Yarif dodged, scrambling toward the sword. The man crashed down on Yarif’s back—right over the healing wounds. 
Yarif screamed and bucked, in pain, in fear, in desperation. The heavier attacker pinned him to the ground. Yarif opened his cloak and, in one lightning-fast motion, rolled out from under the crushing weight, leaving his cloak behind. 
His back burned, but he had no time to think about that now. He scrambled toward the sword. When his hand closed on the hilt, he spun face up. The man was on him again, shoving a hand under Yarif’s chin while fighting for the sword. 
Pain! Yarif squirmed, doing his best to reach for his boot knife. Too far away. He patted the man’s midsection, feeling hardened steel. Yes! A knife! Please let this work!
He wrenched the knife from its scabbard, then plunged the blade into the man’s side. Hot blood poured over Yarif’s hand. 
The man shrieked, trying to get away without giving up his purchase on the sword. Yarif yanked out the knife just as his grip on the sword failed. 
The man grinned. Raising the sword. 
Yarif jammed the blade into the man’s exposed throat. 
The man’s eyes went wide, mouth open in an “O” of shock. He grabbed at the blade, rolling away, then thrashed, blood staining the snow. The thrashing subsided to jerking, then stillness. 
The man lay dead and unblinking in the snow. 
“Yarif! Are you all right?” Draylon limped toward him, blood dripping into the snow behind him. 
“You’re hurt!” Yarif jumped to his feet, running to Draylon.
Draylon shook his head. “Just a scratch, but they’re dead.” He glanced down at the man lying with a knife in his throat. “Come. Let’s get inside before more show up.” 
Together, they darted toward the keep while their guards searched the grounds. 
Niam met them halfway, with six guards at his back. Right, no point in secrecy now. Someone knew Yarif and Draylon were here. 
Someone who didn’t want them to leave. At least, not alive. 
Niam motioned the guards forward, then knelt next to Yarif’s kill. “This is one of Whreyn’s men. He’s not in uniform, but I recognize him. How dare he violate the sanctity of my keep.” He rose and kicked at the sword. “That’s a fine, well-maintained sword, so I doubt stolen.”
Rufe appeared out of the trees a moment later. “Draylon! Yarif! Are you hurt?” 
Yarif shook his head, sucking in air, trying to slow his wildly beating heart. “No. I’m fine.” Foolish for daring to walk the grounds, though. 
“What happened?” Niam demanded. “Why weren’t you in the keep?”
Thankfully, Draylon answered, “Nera assured us that posted sentries kept the grounds safe. We were walking, then an archer shot at us. From over that way.” He pointed toward the trees. 
Rufe nodded. Hand on his sword, he sprinted in that direction. 
“Get back to the keep,” Niam ordered, eyeing the blood dripping from Draylon’s glove. “Clean up. Let Mother see to your injuries. I’ll be back later.” He charged after Rufe. 
“Your Majesty, stop!” one of the guards yelled. All six sprinted after Niam, while the ones assigned to Yarif herded him and Draylon toward the keep.
“I need to go with them.” Draylon watched Rufe and Niam disappear into the trees. He deflated. “But I also must see you to safety, and I dare not defy an ally as powerful as Niam." 
A horse whinnied from the woods. 
Draylon and Yarif ran for the keep.




Chapter Thirty-one


Draylon paced the floor, occasionally glancing out a window overlooking the garden, where Yarif had watched peaceful snowfall just last night. He joined Yarif as Rufe, Niam, and a few of Niam’s men trudged up the garden path and into the keep.  
Two guards assisted Rufe. Had he been injured?
A few moments later, a knock sounded. Draylon opened the door on a haggard-looking Niam, who entered and closed the door. 
“Where is Rufe?” Draylon demanded. 
“He is safe for now.” Niam dropped into a chair. Blood marred his hair, face, and cloak. “Those were Whreyn’s men. We killed two more and captured one, but three got away, no doubt to carry word to their thieving wolf of a master.” Anger rolled off him. “I would take you to task, Cousin Yarif, but you should have been safe on the keep’s grounds. Seems I’m missing two sentries. Are the two of you well?”
“Just a few cuts. Your mother is highly skilled with needle and thread.” Draylon displayed the bandage on his forearm. “Though Bert nearly questioned us to death.”
“Did he?” Niam’s eyebrows reached for his forehead. 
“Yes. Your mother finally sent him away."
Niam’s eyes narrowed, and he emitted a low growl. “He’s the one who gave away your presence to begin with. I think it’s time he answered a few questions of his own.”
“Don’t be too hard on the boy,” Draylon said. “He’s young. He’ll learn.” Though he fully understood Niam’s need to ensure his family's safety.
“Yes, but what will he learn? As Mother’s apprentice, he has access to my family and information that others would kill for. I told you there may be spies in my own household. As much as it pains me, I should stop dismissing his incessant questions as curiosity and look deeper.
“Rufe is in his room. I’m afraid our dear captain tried to prevent an attacker from escaping on horseback. He’s injured his leg. Mother is tending him now." Niam let out a weary sigh. “I have made arrangements. You must leave at dawn. I’ll return to Dellamar. I’ve been away from my duties for too long.” 
Tomorrow. They’d leave tomorrow. 
Running from enemies once more. And running towards them, too.
[image: image-placeholder]“By leaving now, you’ll be out of the mountains by the next heavy snowfall,” Niam said over an early breakfast. “I’ve sent men to collect Lord Whreyn, but they haven’t yet returned.” He raised his gaze, anger simmering in its depths. “I finally have the proof I need to arrest him. They are to take him to the castle, where I really do have a dungeon. He shall be—dealt with when we find him. We’re compiling a list of sympathizers who might hide him.”
Draylon nodded, jaw clenched. He’d known this day would come. “I’m stopping by the Glendoran camp I mentioned to return the mules, get my horse, and speak to the commander. I plan on dismissing the soldiers back to their homes before the weather turns bad there, too.”
“You would override your father’s authority?” Nera asked. 
Draylon scowled. Now, more than ever, he didn’t want to be known as the emperor’s son. Unlike in days past, however, he’d earned his own reputation and respect—which likely irked Father no end. 
“My apologies, Draylon.” Nera tried again. “You’d override the emperor’s authority?”
“Commander Illa is gone. Until further notice, I’ll seek to retake control of the combined Cormira forces, one reason to talk to the commander I mentioned.” Besides, they were into late fall, and though Vihaan loaned him sturdy clothes, Draylon doubted Glendor’s troops came fully prepared for the brutality of a Delletina winter, particularly not if they’d predicted a quick and easy victory.
As Father would have. 
“But you’re a king,” Nera said. 
Niam paused eating his plate of eggs. “Before we kings all grew soft, leaders of a country were often leaders on the battlefield. In fact, it was expected.”
“Warrior kings,” Rufe added. Hard not to notice how close he’d pulled his chair to King Niam’s. Nor the swathes of bandages on his leg.
Which made Draylon’s next decision easier. “Yes, and Rufe? With King Niam’s permission, I’d like you to remain here.” 
Rufe nearly choked on a mouthful of tea. “Me? Why?”
No complaints yet. Promising. “Because I’m about to make a scene, as my mother would say. I don’t want you to be caught in the fight. Fa—Emperor Soland has always been jealous of our friendship and waiting for any misstep to punish you. Besides, I hope to continue our conversations about Delletina joining the empire one day.”
Rufe narrowed his eyes. “Are those the only reasons?”
Nera snapped, “He’s being nice and not pointing out how little good you’d be on horseback during a fight. I’ve told you you’d need to stay put.”
Draylon winced in sympathy for Rufe. At least he’d be in good hands here. “Quite frankly, your Delletinian leaves much to be desired, and I’m hoping you’ll gain a better grasp of the language.” And possibly King Niam. 
“I have no objections,” Niam replied, offering Rufe some appraising side-eye. 
“Nor do I.” Nera gave a fond smile, likely just as eager to play matchmaker, though for different reasons. She wanted to see her son happy. 
So like Mother, who’d orchestrated many advantageous matches in her day.
As well as dalliances. 
“My place is with you!” Rufe protested. 
While Draylon had always valued Rufe’s opinions, he must be firm in this. “Your place is where I need you to be.”
“But you need me!”
Draylon crossed the room, kneeled by Rufe’s chair, and spoke in low tones for Rufe’s ears only. “Rufe, yes, I need you by my side, but in your current condition, you’d slow us down through the mountain pass. Father has threatened you more than once to keep me in line. Please, you’ll be more useful to me here.”
He wanted Rufe to be happy and was concerned about his injuries. Still, he was also strategic enough to recognize the advantages of a connection between Rufe and Niam. When Rufe had mentioned, “I’m only a bastard,” Niam had laughed and said, “My dear, half of the crowned heads of the empire are bastards. Do you really think the king of Herix’s strapping son looks anything like his shriveled prune of a father? The captain of his father’s guard, maybe.”
Niam did have a point. Not to mention Nera's family situation. The affection in Niam's eyes when he’d said those words meant far more than the words themselves. Rufe would benefit from such acceptance. 
If he didn’t let his ego get in the way.
Draylon looked away from the tears forming in Rufe’s eyes. “We’ll be together again soon, I promise. Heal your leg. Go to the capital with Niam. Learn all you can that will help us form treaties.”
Rufe clung to Draylon’s hand. “If anything happens to you that I could have prevented, I’ll bring you back from the dead and kill you myself.”
Draylon cracked a smile that he didn’t truly feel. “I would expect nothing less.”
“I wouldn’t mind brushing up on my Cormiran,” Nera said. “And Bert could definitely use some tutoring in the language.” How kind of her to take the focus off Draylon and Rufe.
“Mother, Bert scarcely knows Delletinian some days,” Niam said with a smirk. 
Also, Bert might not be part of the household much longer. 
“I know.” Nera sighed. “What is it with young people, always coming up with their own words and phrases that don’t mean what they seem to mean?”
Niam had the mules brought around after breakfast, the extra ones carrying supplies and anything Draylon and Yarif might need for their return. “Six of my men will accompany you as far as the border.” He gave Draylon a soldier’s salute, then grasped Yarif’s shoulders, pulling him in until their foreheads touched. “You, dear cousin, go with the Goddess of Travelers and the Goddess of Long-Lost Kin. It is my fondest wish to see you again soon.”
The cousins hugged while Draylon said goodbye to Rufe, whose eyes filled with concern. “I should be at your side,” Rufe protested once more.
“No.” Draylon hoped his smile took any sting from the word. “Your place is where I tell you to be. And am I mistaken that your intentions toward King Niam aren’t all honorable?”
Rufe glanced at Nera, who mock glared. “Very honorable,” Rufe said with exaggerated fear. 
Nera laughed, then came forward to hug Draylon. “We could never be enemies. I hope to soon see you again over negotiations.” She didn’t clarify whether she meant negotiations for joining the empire or a marriage contract. Still, she also didn’t seem to mind the parentage some nobles disdained. As Niam mentioned, though, half of them were likely bastards too.
And Nera’s parentage situation probably wasn’t unique. 
When she hugged Draylon again, Nera threatened, “Treat my nephew well, or you’ll answer to me, and I know a thousand herbs that can kill a man before he hits the ground.”
Based on her stoic expression, Draylon couldn’t tell whether or not Nera jested. He’d lean to the side of caution. “Far be it from me for you to undo all the hard work of making me well.”
Nera grinned. “Just so we understand each other.”
Draylon swung into the saddle while Yarif got in a few last hugs. 
When Yarif mounted, Draylon led the way through melting slush down the track leading away from the keep. Guards loaned to them by Niam closed in ahead of and behind them. 
Now, the true battle began. 





Chapter Thirty-two


Yarif fell silent when they traversed the pass, which Draylon found a bit worrying, as they would be retracing a route filled with bad memories. He also couldn’t help wondering if Niam’s men were guarding Yarif and Draylon or guarding against them. Maybe a little of both. He’d spoken often to Niam and thought him honest, but if the situation turned violent between the empire and Delletina, Niam would take care of his own people first.  
As would Draylon. 
While two soldiers split off to check the cabin where they’d taken refuge, Draylon scanned the area for survivors who might have returned, either Jayra’s or Illa’s. His shoulder throbbed at the memory of being shot. And worse, the mental image of Jayra smashed to pulp by the avalanche. Being here inspired new respect for this wild country, especially the dangers lurking around every corner. 
Draylon steered his mount around the remains of a man lying face down, partially covered by snow. His tattered rags might have once been a Delletinian army uniform. Then came another body and another, some partially eaten. Paw prints surrounded the carnage.
He pulled his mule up beside a guard. “What will become of the bodies?” Or what was left of them—not much, in some cases. “Will anyone bury them?” 
“Those the mountain claims, it keeps, Mother Mountain feeding her children, the wolves, and other creatures in need of a meal during the cold months.” 
Finally, Draylon reached the spot where he’d struck Illa down. Mauled remains lay still and frozen, snow dug away by predators. Her clothing and armor gave away her identity. “Stop!” Draylon dismounted and sank to his knees beside the body, removing his gloves. 
“Mother Mountain frowns on robbing the dead.” The guard gestured, touching his fingertips to his head and then his heart.
“I’m not robbing, just searching.” Draylon rifled through Illa’s clothing, doing his best to ignore her empty eye sockets and teeth marks on her jawbone. Too bad he couldn’t search her horse’s packs. A leather thong hung around her neck, holding… 
Yarif’s wedding ring. 
Father had acquired the ring, not Draylon, and the simple gold band would be forever spoiled by horrible events. Draylon left the ring where it lay. He’d get Yarif a new one. 
Nothing else of value waited to be found. Draylon made his way through the battlefield, leading the world’s most ornery mule, dodging nipping teeth,
He found the remains of two horses, one stripped of its pack, the other fully loaded. With the help of two guards, Draylon managed to unpack the horse from one side, but they couldn’t lift it enough to get to the other. 
Mostly clothes unsuitable for this unforgiving climate. After much digging, he found a small scroll with a broken seal. He didn’t recognize the sigil pressed into the wax. While he couldn’t read the message, he recognized Cracian.
Cracian? Had Illa’s treachery sunk so deep? Was this another part of the emperor’s plot? To have a message in Cracian found on Yarif’s body? 
Or perhaps Illa made deals with Lord Whreyn and someone from Craice. 
Draylon asked the guard, “If this message is critical to the country's future, would Mother Mountain allow me to take it?” He wasn’t about to go against local customs, but he needed this scroll. Yarif mentioned reading Cracian books. Maybe he could decipher the message. 
“You must leave something of equal value.”
What would be of equal value to a message that might or might not be critical? 
The guard barked something too quickly for Draylon to understand, then said more slowly, “My brother is a skilled hunter. He’ll leave a bird or a rabbit. After all, paper cannot feed the Mother’s children.”
Draylon donned his gloves again, his fingers numb from cold, and pulled his hood over his head. The guards wore long hair, offering additional protection for their ears and necks. They also wore furred hats. 
Once the brother returned with his offering of a rabbit, Draylon and the guards remounted, resuming their journey. Down and down they traveled, Yarif looking a bit sick. Better to take his mind off his time as a prisoner. Maybe Draylon should have sent him ahead with half the guards before investigating the dead. “You’ve known King Niam was your cousin for some time, haven’t you?”
“Yes,” Yarif murmured. “I suppose there’s no point in keeping secrets now. My father warned me never to speak of it.” 
“You seem to get on well with your cousin.”
Yarif shrugged, the gesture barely showing through his heavy cloak. “I don’t remember meeting him when I was very young, but I knew I had cousins. I wished I’d had some close enough to play with since my brother was so much older, and the courtiers’ children were generally sent by their parents. How could I know who my true friends were?”
“I think many royal children suffer the same thing. I’m glad Adrina and Emile have each other.”
“What about you?” Yarif asked. “Did you have many friends growing up?”
“I had a few cousins who’d visit from time to time, or I’d stay with them, but that ended when I started school, where I met Rufe.”
Yarif turned his face away. “You and Rufe seem rather close.”
Time to address issues once and for all. If Yarif hadn’t heard the rumors, he soon would. “Rufe is my friend, my greatest friend. He’s seen me through good times and bad, always taking my side.” Draylon pulled in a deep breath. “Our relationship grew physical occasionally, but we never developed a true emotional connection.”
“And now? Does he resent me?”
“Why should he?” Yarif’s cringe had Draylon rethinking his words. “There is nothing between him and me but friendship.”
“Our marriage did that?” Yarif’s voice came out relatively small. 
Draylon caught the reins of Yarif’s mule, bringing them both to a stop. “Yarif, I made vows, and though nobility usually doesn’t hold to fidelity, I intend to be faithful.” If only Draylon’s words erased the worry from Yarif’s eyes. “I like to think that what we’re building is far more than marriage in words only. Besides, over the past few days whenever I came close to Rufe your cousin growled at me. And I could’ve sworn your aunt was already picking out fabric for their wedding.”
Yarif’s lips curled ever so slightly. “She’s angry she didn’t get to plan our wedding. What about Rufe?”
“Rufe enjoys many lovers, but I think he might finally have met someone to capture his attention on more than a short-term basis.” 
After a moment of stony-faced silence, Yarif chuckled. “Captain or not, if Rufe hurts my cousin, my aunt told me about herbs that kill with no traces.”
“I’ll be sure to pass the information along.” Draylon released the reins and resumed his place to the right of Yarif, easily slipping behind when the pass grew too narrow to ride abreast. 
Snow still lay thick on the ground in many places, and they skirted the remains of the avalanche. The air smelled cold and crisp, making Draylon miss the salty spray of his homeland. They soon approached the exit to the pass. Yarif gave a huge sigh, the stiff set of his shoulders relaxing. 
Riding a mule, in borrowed clothes, there was still no mistaking Yarif’s royal bearing. Draylon and Yarif would never have their own children, but what if they formally adopted the twins? They’d have not one heir but maybe two. Attitudes would have continued to change by the time Adrina came of age, possibly allowing a woman to hold power on her own. 
Hadn’t Illa been promised a throne?
Illa. No, no thinking of her. Or of her connections to Yarif’s father and Draylon’s own. Or her connections to Craice. Draylon would focus on the mysterious message once he reached a safer environment.
The sudden quiet caught Draylon’s attention first, how the guards with them stopped talking, some with their heads cocked to the side. 
The two in front turned, pulling their swords from their scabbards. A snick sounded behind Draylon, a third guard arming himself. 
Draylon drew his sword. What was happening? Where was the threat? 
Then the first guard charged, sword held high, too fast to register the situation. The man came right at Draylon, teeth bared, while the second charged Yarif. 
Nearly as fast as the attack, Yarif leaped from his mule, rolling on the ground and coming up mere heartbeats later, knife flashing in his hand. 
The guard behind gave a battle cry. Draylon barely turned in time to block his blade. Niam’s men turned on them? Was Niam behind this attack? 
Maybe not, for one of the three remaining guards—who’d helped Draylon search the bodies—galloped by, ramming his fist into one attacker’s face. 
Three guards against three guards, Draylon, and Yarif. Certainly not a bright move. The man fighting Draylon overbalanced, tumbling from his mule. His screams cut off abruptly. Okay, three guards against three guards, Draylon, Yarif, and a battle mule. The beast snorted, dancing away from the trampled man and bloodstained sludge. 
No time to assess now. Draylon squared off against another guard. 
“We don’t want you pitiful lowlanders here,” the man spat. “King Niam is weak to even think of allying with you.” 
With that, he thrust his blade forward, catching Draylon’s shoulder scale through his cloak. The sword glanced off Draylon’s left scale, the momentum overbalancing the guard. Draylon slashed, bringing his sword across the man’s back. 
The man screamed and fell. Two down. Draylon spun. The three friendly guards stood watching Yarif square off against their enemy. Why weren’t they helping? Let them not have turned traitor too! 
But no, they stood in a loose circle, swords in hand. 
Yarif’s opponent gasped for air, his movements sluggish. Yarif, having thrown off his cloak, simply danced away from each strike, tiring the guard. 
Would he then move in for the kill? He hadn’t hesitated to kill his attacker in the snowy garden for all he appeared so delicate at times.
Draylon understood now why the other guards merely watched. Yarif moved with sinuous grace, twisting, turning, rolling—though the movements might aggravate his healing back. His opponent panted, swinging wildly, never connecting. 
The knife in Yarif’s hand appeared pitiful compared to a sword, yet, based on the amount of blood covering the guard, Yarif had gotten in a few good cuts.  
They should end this already and be on their way, but maybe the guard could give them necessary information. 
A high-pitched hum swept by, then a thunk. The guard fell to his knees, an arrow through the throat. 
A battle cry sounded around them. 
Then came armed men. 





Chapter Thirty-three


Yarif’s world tunneled down to the man in front of him, gasping out his last. Then came the cry and the unmistakable sound of steel against steel. Rolling, he grasped the fallen soldier’s sword.  
Five of them, against how many? And Draylon already fought. He might be tiring. No time to think now. Yarif picked a target, homing in on the soldier standing out of the fray. Before he got there, another man jumped in front of him. Unlike their escort, he wore no distinctive colors or uniform and what looked like homemade armor. 
While they had numbers, they might lack skill. 
Yarif hoped so. 
“Leave no survivors!” a large man shouted in Delletinian. 
Oh, no. Yarif hadn’t just been saved to lose his life now. He also had no intention of becoming a young widower. Draylon made vows, and by the deities, he’d watch Yarif grow old, see what they could become to each other. 
With a “Yah!” the attacker charged. 
Never give away your intent, Captain Unger used to say. War cries, grunts, groans, and other noises provide your opponent with information to be used against you. 
Yarif remained quiet, twisting out of the way and turning before his attacker regained his footing. With a booted foot to the ass, Yarif pushed, sending the man headlong into another attacker’s blade. The two stared at each other, shock and horror in their eyes, until the first man’s eyes slid shut. 
Draylon’s blade sent the second to join the first. 
With a nod to Draylon, Yarif waded back into the fray. Knowing how many they were up against would help, but however many, they were down by at least two. 
Draylon’s back connected with Yarif’s. While Yarif had never before fought like this, there was comfort in Draylon having his back. Knife in one hand, sword in the other, Yarif struck and parried, all finesse gone in the face of an enemy never adequately trained in combat. 
A blow came his way. Yarif nearly ducked, leaving Draylon exposed, before catching himself. Instead, he blocked, the shock of metal on metal reverberating up his arm. 
The attacker’s raised arm left his midsection vulnerable. 
Yarif struck, burying the knife blade in the man’s belly and twisting. The man fell backward, taking the knife with him but dropping his sword. Yarif grabbed the fallen blade. The weight differed from the one in his right hand, throwing him off balance. He’d rather have a knife. 
Another man replaced the dead one. Then Yarif lost himself in simply using all he’d been taught to stay alive. One after another after another. When would it end? 
Yarif’s arms grew leaden; he no longer felt Draylon at his back. Where were the three guards who’d helped? For that matter, where was Draylon? Blood soaked Yarif’s clothes. His or someone else’s, he couldn’t tell.
He’d been taught speed and agility, using light weapons and no armor. The hardened leather Niam insisted on dragged Yarif down, as did the heavy sword. 
Parry, thrust… No, that wasn’t how to use a broadsword. Fire raced up Yarif’s arm, yet still, he didn’t scream. How had so clumsy a swordsman gotten through Yarif’s defenses? On and on, clang, clang, clang, screams and cries, the scent of blood and gore heavy in the air. 
Then a punch from someone outside his vision caught him in the jaw. Down Yarif went, taking the man’s legs out from under him, then diving on top, dragging his sword across the man’s neck before jumping away, just as another attacker brought his sword down, cleaving the dying man nearly in two. 
Yarif took advantage of the distraction, driving his blade into the new attacker’s gut. 
No way he could keep this pace much longer. He panted, arm stinging and steps sluggish. Suddenly there were more voices, and the clanging increased. 
Had more attackers arrived? But no! These men—and women—wore green and red, their metal breastplates emblazoned with an eagle. Glendoran soldiers? 
The soldiers charged past Yarif, helms hiding much of their faces. The attackers ran, limped, and hobbled away, some dragging half-dead comrades. 
More Glendoran soldiers filled the pass, cutting off both exits. The only other escapes were a sheer mountain face on one side and a drop on the other. 
Illa had boasted that a man she’d thrown off the cliff two seasons ago still hadn’t hit bottom. 
No matter which direction the attackers took, they met their fate at the end of a sword or at the mercy of the mountain. 
Glendor was part of the empire. They shouldn’t be here. 
One by one, the enemy fell until all that remained standing between the lines of soldiers was a very much worse for the wear Draylon, Yarif, and a single remaining loyal member of their escort. 
The rest had become more gifts for Mother Mountain. 
The Glendoran soldiers had captured three of the attackers, including the leader. Those attackers couldn’t be allowed to live and tell of having seen enemy soldiers on Delletinian land. 
A man wearing a commander’s badge came forward, approaching Draylon. “King Draylon Aravaid, King Consort Yarif Aravaid.  You are under arrest by order of His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Soland Aravaid.” 





Chapter Thirty-four


Draylon leaned close enough to a wide-eyed, panting Yarif to say, “It’s okay. I think.”  
Commander Vihaan approached, but unlike at their earlier meeting, he didn’t smile. He spoke Cormiran, a language Yarif hadn’t yet admitted to knowing. “King Draylon, you are under arrest by order of the emperor for defying orders and jeopardizing our tentative relationship with a foreign power. You will come with me, either of your own free will or by force, but make no mistake. You will come. I am to deliver you to the emperor at Renvalle.”
If only Draylon could get word to Rufe or King Niam. What else could he do? Draylon nodded, lowering his sword, and turned to Yarif. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m not sure yet.” Blood welled on Yarif’s biceps, soaking his tunic’s sleeve. He should’ve had decent armor, although perhaps none would suit his fighting style. 
“Take their weapons,” Vihaan ordered. 
Draylon didn’t fight. How could he, vastly outnumbered and this time by seasoned fighters, some he might have trained himself? “Surrender your weapons,” Draylon said to Yarif in Renvallian, “and ask our friend to stand down.”
Yarif placed his two swords on the ground, then spoke quietly to the guard. One guard. They’d left Niam’s keep with six. The loss of the two brothers hurt, as they’d shown their allegiance to the end.
“You are to follow us back to camp.” Vihaan scowled. “Once there, we’ll talk.” 
At least that much sounded promising. 
“Now, we must go before we’re caught on this side of the border.” Vihaan eyed the forbidding mountains ahead. 
“What about them?” Draylon nodded toward the guard and the remaining attackers.
“Your guard has shown loyalty to you and will be treated as your retainer until we reach camp, where he’ll be released. As for the other three.” Vihaan scowled at the prisoners. “They are no longer your problem, but rest assured, they will be questioned. Are either of you hurt?”
The softness of Vihaan’s tone gave some reassurance that he might be amenable to talking. 
Draylon cataloged his hurts. “Only minor.” He turned toward Yarif, who stared at him blankly for a moment. 
Before collapsing. 
Draylon shrugged off Vihaan’s restraining hand and sank down into the snow with Yarif cradled in his arms. “Yarif! What is wrong? Are you hurt? Answer me, please!” 
Yarif lay still, though the fog of his breath told Draylon he yet lived.
“Give him here,” Vihaan ordered. 
Draylon reached for a sword he no longer had, his recently healed shoulder in agony. 
Vihaan said more softly, “We have a healer. Let him see.”
Draylon stood back, watching as a stranger tended to his husband. Was Yarif okay? They hadn’t come this far, endured this much, for one of them to die now. 
Draylon watched while two men loaded Yarif on a mule and took him away. Vihaan’s hand on his arm prevented Draylon from following. 
“I trust them,” Vihaan said. “They’ll keep him safe.”
Without another word, Draylon mounted his mule and followed Vihaan, avoiding bodies in the path. 
Mother Mountain’s children would feast. 
[image: image-placeholder]What was happening with Yarif? He’d been tended by a battlefield healer, but he’d lost much blood and had to be carried out on a mule while being held by a soldier. A stranger, not Draylon. 
The healer also turned Draylon away when they camped at night, keeping him from his husband. What if Yarif suffered a nightmare? No one should be touching him but Draylon. 
They left the mountains for rolling hills after they’d crossed the Renvallian border and procured a wagon for Yarif at the first village they found.  At least Draylon had seen Yarif moved from mule to wagon, seen him awake and talking. Without that much, he’d have gone berserk.
He tried to start a conversation with Vihaan a few times, only to be told, “Later.”
To every inquiry about Yarif, Draylon received a curt, “He is in good hands.”
He’d be better in Draylon’s. 
Given no alternative, Draylon rode in uncomfortable silence, camped in silence. He was finally allowed one brief visit with Yarif. Unknowing what to say, he kissed Yarif long, hard, and passionately, hoping actions conveyed all he couldn’t communicate with words alone. 
It seemed to take forever before they returned to the camp where Draylon had met Vihaan a few weeks ago. 
Only… 
Three more banners now joined Glendor’s. 
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon’s first act upon dismounting from the mule he’d come to both love and hate was to search for Yarif. 
“He’s not here,” Vihaan said casually. 
In custody or not, Draylon grabbed Vihaan’s collar, dragging him close, the other hand fisted and ready to fly. “If you’ve taken him to the emperor—”
Vihaan barked, “Hold! He’s not hurting me,” to his soldiers before Draylon ended up with a sword through his back. Then Vihaan quietly murmured, “Control yourself, and I’ll answer some of your questions.”
Draylon released his grip. 
Vihaan stepped back, brushing at his clothes. “I assure you, he’s quite safe. I understand he hid a serious injury under his clothing and lost a great deal of blood. We’ve found an excellent local healer, better even than our own. He’s been taken there. Now, I must ask. What became of Jayra?”
Draylon’s heart ached for the news he must impart. Vihaan clearly saw the message on Draylon’s face before he could form words.
“Oh. I see. How?”
“We attacked Commander Illa’s group in the pass where you found us. She didn’t have soldiers with her but very badly trained mercenaries. I spoke with Jayra at the end of the battle. Two of her company survived the initial conflict, only to be taken at her side by an avalanche. All three died.”
“You retrieved your consort.”
Was Vihaan accusing Draylon of sacrificing many for one? “Yes.”
Vihaan nodded. “She was… special to me.” He blinked hard a few times. “Fitting that she should die as she lived, a mercenary through and through. Her body?”
“Delletinian custom states that the mountain keeps whomever it claims. We were forbidden from taking anything from the victims’ possessions too.” Except for the scroll, which Draylon wasn’t prepared to discuss now. 
“We will mourn her loss and those she took with her.”
“I’m sorry.”
Vihaan shook his head, eyes a bit shiny. “She would have seen preventing war as a noble cause to die for.”
“What about my surviving guard?” If Vihaan released him, the guard could take word of the ambush to Niam.
“He’ll be fed, clothed, questioned, then offered a choice of remaining with you or returning to his home. As far as anyone knows, he’s your loyal retainer who speaks mostly Delletinian to ensure he will be taken for one of them on his many clandestine missions, one of which you’ve just returned from.” Vihaan’s lips quirked into a smile. 
“And Gryphon?”
Vihaan shook his head, giving an amused laugh. “That magnificent steed of yours is quite well and will likely be a father a few times in the coming year. Makeshift stalls simply wouldn’t keep him away from any mare in heat. I’ve already spoken for one of the foals.”
More and more, it seemed Draylon wasn’t a prisoner. “Can I at least see him?”
“I’m afraid not. We hadn’t anticipated a battle and were delayed by injured in our party. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, we’re no longer alone. Come.” Vihaan gestured to Draylon. “Word has spread. While I’d prefer we both bathe and rest first, there are quite a few gathered who’ve eagerly anticipated our arrival.” 
At least Vihaan wasn’t escorting Draylon in chains. 
They stopped in a clearing, just the two of them for the first time in days. “I’d like to apologize,” Vihaan murmured. 
“Why?”
“In these treacherous times, I’m sure the emperor has spies among my men. It was necessary to act as though I followed his orders.”
“You’ve not treated me or Yarif ill.”
“Nor would I. Now come. We have arrangements to make.”
They entered the same large tent where they’d spoken before. Draylon stopped short. Although they sat on the ground, three commanders from different kingdoms making up the empire peered up at him, curiosity in their eyes. Four kingdoms were represented, counting Vihaan, and five, if one counted Draylon. 
The commanders didn’t appear hostile, more inquisitive than anything. 
“Please be seated.” Vihaan took his own place on the floor. Chairs weren’t often brought on a campaign, so the three Draylon had seen earlier were probably the entire supply.  
Draylon bit back a groan as he sank to the floor, so glad to sit on something unmoving for a change—unmoving and nonbiting.
“I believe everyone here knows everyone else, at least by reputation, so I’ll not waste valuable time with introductions.” Vihaan nodded to the commanders. “Each of our armies has sat here on the border for weeks without clear instruction. I’m hoping that, between what each of us knows, we can piece together more details.  King Draylon? I believe part of your report will be the death of Captain Illa Trandores.”
“Yes." Draylon added, "Though she held the rank of commander at the time.”
Vihaan scanned to room. “I received no word of such a promotion, did any of you?”
A chorus of “no” circled the room. 
One of the commanders shrugged. “How can we possibly receive word of anything buried out here in the wilds?”
“As we have not received such word,” Vihaan continued, “I recognize Commander Draylon Aravaid.” 
Draylon began, “I’m not—” 
Another of the commanders spoke up, a woman even older than Vihaan. “As we have received no orders to the contrary, per policy, you are the commander of the Cormiran forces. In addition, even if Illa Trandores had been promoted, her death without a deputy commander means her position reverts to the last person who held the title, if still alive, until such a time as a new commander can be selected.”
It said a lot that this woman had made the rank of Commander in an empire not known for kindness to women, though she sounded as though she quoted from a book.
Maybe she did. But what were they saying? That they denied the emperor’s orders and sided with Draylon?
“We have interrogated the prisoners,” Vihaan said. For a moment, Draylon thought Vihaan meant himself and Yarif until Vihaan continued. “There is a faction in Delletina that doesn’t want an alliance with the empire, mostly made up of nobles who’ve convinced villagers that alliance means their crops stolen, their children taken away, and their houses burned.” He fixed his gaze on Draylon. “Remember, they’ve been relatively isolated for centuries. They’re likely convinced that most Cormirans are horned, fanged beasts intent on devouring small children.”
“Except for a few individuals, I can say that’s not true.” The emperor believed in ruling by brutality, and he’d raised Illa to power. 
“You and I know that, but some nobles fight change, believing it might take away their power. Fear is a powerful tool to get others to do your bidding.” No one interrupted Vihaan. Perhaps he’d become their leader by default. 
“Yes, it is, and where the emperor is concerned, I can’t say they’re wrong. But what are you saying?” In Draylon’s state of exhaustion, he needed plain speaking, and he wasn’t about to remind anyone of his familial connection to the corrupt emperor. 
“That the ones who attacked you don’t represent the average citizen of Delletina, and they were sent by those few nobles.”
Lord Whreyn. Had Niam found him yet? 
Vihaan fixed Draylon with a severe stare. “There’s also another possibility.”
“Which is?”
All the commanders present were powerful, yet they deferred to Vihaan to speak. “That the nobles in question are colluding with outside forces. Think of who gains if Delletina is conquered, especially since gold had been found in the mountains. You know your fath—”
“The emperor,” Draylon corrected. 
“Yes, you know the emperor, how he works. Tell me, what would happen to the nobles of Delletina if Cormir conquers them?”
Bile burned the back of Draylon’s throat. “Many will likely lose their estates and their lives. Their wealth will be given to the emperor’s favorites.”
Precisely what happened with Herix. 
Finally, Draylon asked, “Does anyone here understand Cracian?” Yarif read Cracian books, though he wasn’t currently available. 
The woman commander who’d spoken earlier lifted her hand. “I’m not fluent, but I know some.”
Draylon removed the scroll from the waist of his trousers. Vihaan raised his eyebrows in question. “I found this among the packs of Commander Illa’s mercenaries. It appears to be addressed to her.”
The woman took the message, unrolled the parchment, and read. Her face drained of color. 
“What is it?” Draylon asked.
“It’s a message from the Cracian king’s foremost advisor. It implies the emperor has promised them a share of Delletina’s gold to join in the upcoming campaign, offering them what amounts to whatever they want for joining the empire.”
“Is the emperor mentioned by name?” Could this scroll be used as evidence?
“His Imperial Majesty is referred to.” The woman handed back the note. 
What was the emperor playing at? Draylon intended to find out. 




Chapter Thirty-five


“Yarif, I need you to do something for me.” Draylon took Yarif’s sweet face between his palms, standing forehead to forehead in the center of the camp. His focus remained on Yarif and not the chaos of soldiers preparing for battle.  
“What is it?” Yarif trembled, from fear or cold, Draylon couldn’t tell.
“I’m riding ahead with the other commanders. I’d like you to stay back.” 
Yarif retreated, pulling free from Draylon’s grip. Alarm showed in his wide blue eyes. “But why? The healer says I'm fit enough to ride. Your consort should be by your side, earning support for you from the citizens of Renvalle.”
“That time will come, my dear Yarif, but I need you safe. You were wounded and are barely recovered. Again. Besides, I’ll need you to carry on if I fall in battle. Make the truth known.”
“I don’t want to be without you.”
The words, softly spoken, filled Draylon with hope and so much more. Yarif wanted him. They'd need a long talk when they got past this ugliness. “Nor I, you. But we must. At least for a little while.” Draylon planted a kiss on Yarif’s forehead. “If the unthinkable happens and we’re defeated, promise me you’ll take refuge with some of your kin. I won’t have you harmed.”
“What about Emile and Adrina?”
“One of our spies took word to May to get them out of the city. They’ll be safe.” Draylon kissed Yarif again. “And so will you.” He nearly said, “I love you,” but those words spoken by men before battle seldom held. Instead of words, he’d show his love, even taking on his father.
No. Not his father. The emperor, a corrupt, despicable man. Memories came back of other suspicious deaths. Was the emperor behind those too? In all likelihood, yes. The very thought brought bile to Draylon’s throat. 
He held Yarif for a long moment, soaking in the warmth. With great reluctance, dressed once more in the scale armor he’d brought to this camp, Draylon mounted Gryphon to take his place at the head of the line, his own weapons at his disposal.
Yarif mounted the mare Rufe had ridden from Renvalle. Draylon’s heart filled with pride for his husband. 
Draylon urged Gryphon to the head of the line after a shared glance with Yarif. No words were said. None were needed. 
A trumpet blast sounded, urging the vanguard forward. Draylon rode astride a true warhorse once more, the best soldiers of five kingdoms at his back. Not the entire force, which waited in reserve, but enough to take Renvalle if necessary. 
They’d end in victory or defeat. Only the deities knew. Draylon sent up a prayer to the God of Righteous Causes. Then, for good measure, another to the God of War. 
He asked the Goddess of Protection to shield Yarif.
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For whom? The former king, or Draylon and Yarif?
“You know you’ll be arrested on sight, right?” Vihaan asked in a slow drawl.  
“What choice do I have?”
A gentle voice came from behind them. “I can get you in unnoticed.” Yarif! Of course! The hidden passageways! 
“I need to find my brother,” Draylon said, looking up with a sigh. Of course Yarif wouldn't stay safely hidden with his home and loved ones at stake. If Draylon hadn't been blinded by a protective streak, he'd have realized how much he needed Yarif's knowledge of the castle to make a stealthy entrance. 
He silently vowed to stop underestimating his mate. 
Yarif cocked his head to the side. “He’ll most likely be on the third floor. We can take the passageway that comes out in my old rooms.”
Vihaan lifted a questioning brow at Draylon. “Do I want to know?”
“No. And you’ll forget what you see,” Yarif cautioned.
“Understood.” 
Two soldiers mounted their horses, making their way to the castle gates, which normally stood open at this time of day. Sentries had to have spotted them. 
One, posing as Commander Vihaan of Glendor, rode by a man of the same height and build as Draylon. Father never paid attention to his military and would probably not recognize Vihaan even if they’d met, and from a distance, the other rider made a passable Draylon.
“Come with me.” Though he strode slowly, Yarif led them downhill to a wooded area. “I sent for some friends of mine. They’ve been in hiding.”
Two men stepped out from behind trees, swords drawn. Draylon reached for his weapon. 
“Stand down!” Yarif ordered. “It’s okay.”
The two men cast suspicious glances at Vihaan and Draylon, eyes lighting momentarily after they fell on Yarif. Right. He looked so different due to his ordeal and shorn hair. 
“Harrold. Tenus. It’s good to see you.” Yarif embraced the two men, hiding a wince when they squeezed too tightly. To Draylon and Vihaan, Yarif said, “This is Harrold, who was captain of the king’s guard before Father turned traitor, and his son, Tenus.”
Draylon nodded. Both appeared to be big, strapping men with darker hair and skin than most Renvallians he’d met. 
“Your Highness! We saw the black banner,” Harrald said. “We were told you were dead.”
“Which you can see is a lie. I need your help.”
Both Tenus and Harrald leaned in. They didn’t question Yarif’s motives, which further convinced Draylon of Yarif’s integrity. “What can we do?”
“Does anyone at the castle know you’re here?” 
The son remained quiet, letting his father do the talking. “No. We hid in caves after the castle fell and used the passageways to save those we could.” 
“How have you evaded the soldiers scouring the woods for dissenters?” It didn’t say much for the troops if they’d allowed these two—and possibly others—to slip through their grasp. 
A smile lifted one side of Harrold’s mouth; the other side permanently puckered by a ragged scar. “Isn’t hard if you know the land, the caves, and all the hidden passageways.”
Yarif nodded. “I’m glad you weren’t caught. I’ve worried so much for our people. Am still worrying. We need inside the castle. Is the old well entrance still clear?”
“Yes.” 
“Will you escort us?”
Harrold bowed. “Whatever my prince needs.”
These men had been out in the wilds for who knew how long. Draylon wouldn’t correct them about Yarif’s new status.
Yarif followed the two men, Draylon and Vihaan falling in behind. They strode on a narrow path through the woods until they reached a hole in the ground covered by branches. 
Tenus knelt, pushing branches out of the way. Harrold disappeared into a dilapidated hut, returning with a lit lantern. Tenus disappeared into the hole, then lifted a hand for the lantern. 
One by one, Draylon, Vihaan, Yarif, Tenus, and Harrold climbed down a rickety ladder. The passageway veered into a tunnel instead of a well. Draylon sure hoped these men knew where they were going. The lantern barely illuminated the space.  
The walls were damp, smelling of rotten leaves, the tunnel going on and on. Ahead, Yarif breathed hard. “Are you well?” Draylon asked. 
“Fine. I just don’t like enclosed spaces.”
“You didn’t have to come.” In fact, Draylon would have greatly preferred for Yarif to remain somewhere safe. Yet Yarif had every right to be here, at Draylon’s side, where he belonged. 
“Yes, I did,” Yarif replied. “I couldn’t let you do this alone.”
“This” encompassed so much. Regaining the kingdom. Avenging the dead. Retribution for trying to have Yarif killed…
Something scuttled in the darkness, likely a rat or other small vermin. Draylon’s mind wandered to the men posing as himself and Vihaan. Had they been arrested? Attacked? While Draylon didn’t expect a warm welcome from the emperor, Avestan’s reaction interested Draylon the most.
After what felt like days, the tunnel gave way to rough stone steps. They came out in a familiar area: the abandoned stables. 
No one seemed to be around. Yarif darted out of the stable into which they’d emerged and into the next, then down into yet another passageway. This one, Draylon remembered. 
They strode on level ground for a time, then up and up they climbed, the lantern barely giving light. Yarif rushed ahead, staring at a spot on the wall of what must be his rooms. “The way is clear.” He turned to the guides. “Thank you. We can go from here.”
“We stay with you,” Harrold insisted, lantern casting eerie shadows over his rugged face. 
“I need you on the outside.” Yarif clasped the old man’s hand. “Please. Help any who come to you needing to escape. Once Renvalle is safe, I’ll send word.”
After a moment, Harrold nodded. “Until we meet again, my prince.” He and his son navigated back down the steps with the lantern while Yarif opened the familiar fireplace panel. 
His rooms were empty. Had the furnishings been taken to the rooms Draylon hoped to share with Yarif or discarded?
Yarif ducked into the hidden passageway again, returning with a rapier and sheath, which he fastened around his waist. “This belonged to my mentor.”
Guilt hit Draylon in the gut. He’d promised and failed to return Yarif’s rapier and knives. Seemed Yarif hadn’t needed them after all. 
A knock sounded on the door, which Yarif hurried to answer. Draylon pulled his sword. 
May stepped inside, folding Yarif into her arms. “Your Majesty! You’re not dead!” She sobbed, holding on so tightly that Yarif must be in pain. “We were told you were murdered.”
“Thanks to Draylon, I’m not so easy to kill,” Yarif choked out from inside May’s exuberant hug. “How are the children?”
May retreated a few steps, wiping at her eyes with the backs of her hands. “I had Pol take them to Lady Exa.”
Now tears sprang to Yarif’s eyes. “Thank you.”
“How did you know we were here?” Draylon demanded. If May had seen them, others might have too. 
Yarif gave a watery chuckle. “She knows everything.”
“One of my scullery maids saw you in the stables,” May replied. “Don’t worry. She’s been sworn to secrecy, especially as she should have been working instead of meeting with her lover. Why are you sneaking into your own castle?”
“Is Prince Avestan here?” Draylon asked. “I need to see him.”
“Yes.” May beamed. “Anything for you. You brought back our prince… king… king consort.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Whatever.” After smoothing her clothing free of hug wrinkles, she said, “Wait here,” and slipped out into the hallway.
Vihaan chuckled. “Bit of a force of nature, isn’t she?”
“That she is.” Yarif stared at the closed door. 
Draylon longed to take Yarif into his arms but now wasn’t the time. First, to focus on making things right. After speaking with Avestan, Draylon would approach and speak with the emperor directly. If reasoning failed, and it probably would due to sheer arrogance, they’d increase the pressure. 
Or Vihaan’s men would lead the combined forces to the castle gates if the emperor arrested Draylon for defiance. 
May returned, head high like she owned the castle. Probably for the best. People might question her sneaking around but not acting like the lady of the manor. “Your brother is secluded in the office you claimed for your own, Your… Draylon.” She gave Draylon a quick curtsey. 
After all she’d done for him, May could call Draylon whatever she liked. “Thank you, May. Does he know why he’s there?”
“He’s been here a few weeks and knows to do what I tell him to.”
Yeah. Avestan might be emperor-in-training, but he’d sense enough to listen to Esme, May’s counterpart back home.
“Come with me.” Instead of leading them through the passageway, May stepped into the hall, taking Draylon, Vihaan, and Yarif down the narrow servants’ stairs. 
At the door to the office, she curtseyed again. 
Draylon murmured, “Could you take Commander Vihaan to the kitchens? He has questions to ask.” If anyone had answers, May would. 
“Oh! A commander. I’m starting to like those.” May tucked her hand into the crook of Vihaan's elbow. “Shall we?”
Vihaan made eye contact with Draylon. “I’ll also see what’s became of our decoys.”
Draylon nodded, watched them leave, then asked the same question of Yarif. “Shall we?”
Yarif nodded, flashing a brief smile. 
Draylon tapped on the office door, then entered. 
Avestan glanced up from his chair by the roaring fire, confusion giving way to a grin as he bounded from the chair. Hard to miss his black armband in keeping with the black banner flown on the castle gates.
“Brother! The barbarians let you live.” Avestan’s smile fell. “I truly am sorry about your consort.” Then he noticed Yarif. “Brother!” he cried again, grasping them both in hugs. “I can’t believe it! You’re alive!”
“We need to talk, then corner the emp… Father.” Until Draylon explained his reasons for distancing himself from their sire, he must pretend nothing had changed. 
“Of course.” Avestan returned to his chair while Draylon shed his cloak and gloves, tossing them onto the desk. He settled Yarif first, then poured them each a glass of wine from a decanter on the center table.  
Only then did Draylon fight down enough nerves to sit. He faced Avestan. “From my wedding until now, what has transpired in my absence?” 
Avestan mused, “Let’s see. Father told me your consort had been kidnapped by Delletinian soldiers, and he sent you to get him back, accompanied by Commander Illa, Captain Rufe, and a contingent of soldiers.” He paused, taking in Draylon and Yarif’s haggard appearances without comment. “I didn’t quite believe him then, and I believe him even less now.
“A few days later, he told us Yarif had been killed, his body left bloody in the mountains of Delletina. The city has been in mourning. The Renvallians are also quite angry, demanding Father take action against Delletina.”
Draylon nodded to Avestan’s black armband. “You’re in mourning too, I see.”
Avestan nodded. “Even though I didn’t know him well, you took Yarif DiRici as your consort, your husband, so my brother. Of course I mourned him.” 
Draylon took a sip of wine, wishing for something far more potent, but he needed a clear head. He rose, strode to the door, and engaged the lock. “As you can see, Yarif isn’t dead.”
A full smile bloomed to life, replacing Avestan’s frown. “Father will be so pleased.”
Draylon shook his head. “No, he won’t. You see, brother, Father planned Yarif's death.”
The blood drained from Avestan’s face. “Father? Surely not! Why would he?”
Draylon sucked in a deep breath. They were all doomed if Avestan bought into the emperor’s plans. “He wanted the kingdoms angry, ready to follow him into battle against Delletina. He wants their lands and resources.”
A frown wrinkle appeared between Avestan’s brows. “But…” His confusion gave way to understanding. “We’ve been lied to.”
“Yes, we have. King Niam helped save Yarif. He also would consider joining the empire… if certain conditions are met. Commander Illa was behind the kidnapping.”
“Commander Illa?” Avestan snorted. “Father’s pet soldier and spy.”
“One and the same.” Draylon kept his voice low, hoping to minimize discomfort for his husband. “She took Yarif. I left with no soldiers, only Rufe, as Father forbade me from going after my husband.”
“He what?”
“Illa beat Yarif, wanted the wounds to be days old to show he’d been tortured over time. Her orders were to kill him and ensure his body was found on Delletina soil.” Now that Draylon seemed to have Avestan’s support, the whole sordid story spilled out of him. 
Yarif gave no sign of distress other than to reach out with his hand, which Draylon took. Once he’d told his tale, he sank into his chair, exhausted as though he’d run for miles. 
Avestan shook his head, addressing Yarif this time. “Poor Yarif. Are you sure you’re well?” 
“As well as can be expected,” Yarif replied, tone emotionless. He looked exhausted, but Draylon dared not suggest he rest. Yarif, more than anyone, deserved to be in on the planning and confront the emperor. 
“Good.” Avestan snatched the armband off and aimed the scrap of black cloth toward the fire. 
“No!” Draylon snatched the band from the air. “Until we’ve spoken to Father, we must pretend his plan succeeded.”
“Whatever you need, brother, I will give.” Avestan clasped Draylon’s hand. 
Warmth spread over Draylon at the connection and how readily Avestan offered support. Now to see just how far he’d be willing to go. “Even if it means you becoming emperor sooner rather than later?” 




Chapter Thirty-six


Draylon stopped by his rooms after speaking with Avestan and retrieved a few items he’d left behind in his rush to leave Renvalle.  
Yarif picked up the golden hairpin he’d worn to their wedding, ran a hand over his shorn hair, then tucked the ornament into his tunic pocket. May sent up a servant’s cloak, which Draylon helped arrange to hide Yarif’s face from view. 
Draylon met Avestan in the hallway. Without a word they marched into the emperor’s office, Draylon in full battle armor, with a sword at his hip and back and knives secured around his legs and wrists. He could kill a dozen people and stroll out of the office before anyone could stop him. Let Father not forget who provided the might for the empire. Anger poured through Draylon’s veins. He plopped his helmet onto the desk, still bearing dents from the last battle. 
A battle fought at Father’s command. Let him see and understand the critical nature of this visit. 
Avestan stood behind Draylon, a sturdy, broody presence, while Yarif held back. Dressing as a servant guaranteed Father wouldn’t acknowledge him.   
Had Father always been so arrogant? 
A trio of secretaries startled, eyeing Father for instruction. Draylon had no doubts about the imposing figure he presented, even before adding the tools of war. 
Father created him to be the power behind the throne. 
“Leave us,” Father roared.
The secretaries dashed through the door, the last out slamming the heavy wooden panel behind him. They’d likely alert guards, but none had stopped Draylon on his way in, despite the arrest order Vihaan mentioned. 
One had even smiled and dipped her chin in acknowledgement. 
“Why are you dressed that way, Draylon?” Father asked, regaining his usual condescending tone. “You are a king now, not a common soldier.”
“Father,” Draylon ground out through clenched teeth, though he didn’t want to consider their relationship right now. “You plotted to kill my husband.” Might as well get things out in the open. 
Father shrugged. Draylon wanted to smack the smugness off of the man’s face, and his fingers itched for his knives. “If it justified our invasion of Delletina and we subdue our sworn enemy once and for all, then what’s the cost of one life for the greater good?”
What? The arrogant ass freely admitted to his sins! “Greater good? One life? It’s not just Yarif’s life we’re talking about, but an unjustifiable tide of misery and death based on a lie. A scheme that would kill common folk in their fields and my soldiers by the hundreds.”
Father rested his folded hands on the desktop, the picture of nonchalance. He had no idea how badly his own son wanted to make him pay.  “They’re my soldiers if you recall.”
“Yes, your soldiers, over whom you gave me responsibility as commander. My friends. Soldiers I’ve sworn to treat honorably. And what of the cost of innocent lives? Delletina might not be part of the empire, but that doesn’t make them our enemy. The people there are merely people, raising crops and families. Did you consult with Avestan on this plan of yours?”
Father glared over Draylon’s shoulder at Avestan. “He does as he’s told, unlike you.”
Draylon didn’t even try to keep the growl from his voice. “You’re talking of a scheme to kill my husband. I seriously doubt Avestan would have stood by doing nothing while you killed his bride.”
Father snorted. “What do you care? You were against the marriage from the start. You should be glad to be rid of him.”
Once more, Draylon fought back flaring hot rage. “He’s mine. I swore to honor and protect him. I do not take my duties lightly, even for my emperor. Yarif has proven his worth time and again.”
“As he will prove his worth in my plans.”
“Plots, don’t you mean?” Draylon rested his gauntleted hands on the edge of the desk, leaning over, a predator at his most menacing. 
Father likely still saw a small boy in leading strings. “A matter of interpretation.”
“You’re provoking an unnecessary war! Look, Father, I bit my tongue when you married me to a stranger.”
Father pursed his lips, blowing out a harsh breath. No doubt his anger boiled close to the surface. No one naysaid the mighty Emperor Soland Aravaid without facing royal wrath. “Bit your tongue, you say?”
Draylon ignored the jibe. “On this, I put my foot down. When there’s an honorable reason to fight, I will lead my troops into battle, but you will not, I repeat, will not harm my husband.”
The words caught up. “You mean he’s alive?”
“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty, he is very much alive despite all your great efforts. I can’t say the same for Commander Illa and her untrained misfits.”
This time, Father winced. Yeah, he wouldn’t like Draylon depriving him of a useful tool. 
Draylon twisted the knife. “Yarif is safe, and you won’t get to him.”
Father glowered, growling out a warning. “You threaten to stop me?”
“No, I promise to stop you. If I must, I’ll leave, taking him with me.” And wouldn’t that cause a scandal? Draylon might not hold much sway here, but he now bore the title of king in his own right. Though Avestan would likely bow to their father eventually, he’d at least pause and think first about something for which Draylon felt so strongly.
“Furthermore,” Draylon continued, “King Niam of Delletina might be persuaded to join the empire. No wars needed if his conditions are met.”
“You met with King Niam?” Father blurted. 
Draylon had omitted the details while talking to Avestan. “Yes, I did. And began negotiations.” Draylon wouldn’t reveal Yarif’s kinship, not yet, anyway.
“You talk of treason.” No traces showed of the man who’d taught Draylon to ride a horse or to hunt. Father had shown no paternal warmth since Draylon’s twelfth birthday, saying Draylon needed to become a man. No, this was an emperor addressing a subject who’d displeased him. 
Enough of trying to win a father’s approval at the cost of making his own choices. While Draylon had been against the marriage from the start, it made perfect sense, especially now that he’d come to know Yarif, his fierceness, dedication, and loyalty. Though no soldier by any means, Yarif could fight and possessed all the qualities Draylon sought in his officers. 
Draylon didn’t even want to think about what a good assassin Yarif might make. 
Regardless of how much Draylon thought he’d lost, Yarif had been forced to marry his father’s killer before even being allowed time to mourn. If, despite that, Yarif was willing to gamble his life on Draylon and what they could achieve, then Draylon would do no less.
He couldn’t right the wrongs of the past, but he’d damn well try. “No, I talk like a man protecting his family. Unlike some I could name, family means something to me, regardless of how the family started.”
“You’d really do this? Defy your emperor?” Never had Draylon ever seen his father so surprised. 
“My emperor asked me to do things I know in my heart to be wrong.” Draylon swept his hand out. “Put me in the dungeon, have me executed, whatever pleases your ego. But know this. If I don’t return to my troops, they are under my direct order to take Yarif and his siblings to safety. I’ll protect them even if I must die to do so. I brought a force with me.”
“Who? You’re no longer commander.”
“Oh, but I am.” Draylon took a lot of delight in informing Father of his blunder. “You named Illa commander, but she hadn’t yet chosen a second. By law, if a commander is killed and the former one is still alive, he or she must resume the post and find a worthy replacement. You broke your own law by promoting her. That should have been my duty.” Not only was Draylon commander of the Cormiran troops but also the High Commander of the combined forces of the empire’s kingdoms.
Father stared, slack-jawed. “You mean that, don’t you? You’d defy me for this… this… son of a traitor?”
Son of a traitor? Really? That’s what the old goat used as an argument? “I’ve read the stories, Father. I know full well how our family came by their kingdom. I know how you led Yarif’s father into treason too, using Illa as bait. We’ve no room to speak of traitors.” Lots of brothers killing brothers, poisoned feasts, and literal backstabbing in the Aravaid family history. 
“You’d turn against your family?”
“He is my family.” And to Draylon’s knowledge hadn’t poisoned or stabbed anyone in the back. “You made him so. I’m defying you, not turning on my mother or brother.” Now came the time. He tossed the scroll onto the desk. “You’ve been dealing with Craice behind the peoples’ backs. Have you forgotten how, for centuries, Craice has invaded Draige and Renvalle? How many they’ve killed? Now you conspire with them.”
Father bared his teeth. “They would help us overthrow Delletina once and for all.”
“Then what?” The truth dawned. “You have no intention of keeping your word, do you? You write treaties not worth the paper that bears your signature.” Draylon stood to his full height, shoulders back and sword exposed. “Emperor Soland Aravaid, I declare you corrupt and unfit to rule.”
Avestan approached the desk, placing his hand on Draylon’s shoulder. “Father, in this, I stand with my brother.” 
Father stared incredulously, viewing Draylon as though regarding a stranger. Perhaps he was. “You’ve fallen for this DiRici, haven’t you? He’s gotten you under his sway.”
Draylon took a deep breath, keeping his anger under control. “What do you expect? He. Is. My. Husband. Haven’t you always said one of my greatest qualities was my loyalty?” One thing when it served the throne’s purposes. Another entirely when loyalty fell to another. 
Father bellowed. The secretaries had likely escaped from the castle grounds by now, but guards would have gathered. Would they dare open the door without a direct command? “You also made vows to keep only to him. Do you expect me to believe you’ve taken no others to your bed since your marriage?”
Draylon remained quiet. Let Father answer his own question. 
“Ah-ha!” Father shouted in derision. “You have been faithful! I can’t believe it.”
Was it hard to believe someone might have taken their vows to heart? “Might I remind you that you made the same vow to my mother?”
“How dare you bring your mother into this.” There it went. The famous royal deflection. 
Draylon squared off against his father, hands on his hips. He’d fought enough battles to know he’d never win without pressing his advantage. “How dare you threaten my husband?” 
Father narrowed his eyes. “It would be an easy matter to replace you as commander.” The fact he’d resort to such a threat meant he realized he’d soon lose this argument. 
“Replace me with whom? Anyone competent that the troops will follow is loyal to me. Because I’ve earned their respect over the years by standing up for them. I’ll help bring Delletina into the fold. I’ll even pretend it’s not the gold found in their mountains that you really want. But I will not allow you to start a war by killing Yarif. You go on and on about how you could turn the entire kingdom upside down and find only a handful of good men. Yarif is one of those good men. Will you further reduce their number?”
Father’s mouth dropped open. “You’re serious?” 
“As I’ve ever been. If you take my husband from me, don’t expect me to make another political marriage for your benefit. You’ll not harm Yarif, his siblings, or my soldiers. One thing I’m good at is fighting your battles. If you insist on going to war without trying diplomacy first, you’ll need me to even stand a chance of winning. If you want to go to war against me, remember, I know all your tactics.”
Not that Draylon had any intention of invading King Niam’s lands. 
Father slumped heavily into his chair, gaze drifting to Avestan. He wouldn’t meet Draylon’s eyes. “I’d accuse you of bragging, but your brother told me the same thing only yesterday.” 
Ah, time to press on now that Draylon seemed to be getting through. He lowered his voice to conversational tones. “Why do you insist on war without trying diplomacy first? We have a mighty fighting force but cannot afford to lose soldiers for no sane reason. Besides, going to war with Delletina allows Verlan the perfect opportunity for a land grab while we have our armies elsewhere, leaving the garrison at Cormira unguarded.”
After several long moments, Father finally answered, “Quite the strategist, are you?”
Draylon saw victory on the horizon, of at least a minor battle. “No. I’m a fighter. But I listen to those who are. You’d do well to sit down and listen sometime rather than plot murders. How do you think the empire lost Delletina in the first place? Our ancestors grew greedy and tried to take over Delletina and Verlan, losing them both.
“Now, if you’ve no intention of killing me or putting me in the dungeon, I need to return to my men. Time is running out on the ultimatum. I must inform you that I lead the combined forces of five kingdoms. We have the castle surrounded.”
“What of Captain Rufe?” Father sneered. “Will your lover sacrifice his own career for your husband?”
“He’s not my lover, and yes, he would sacrifice his career for me, his oldest and most devoted friend.” Draylon would bet anything he owned that Rufe had his back.
Avestan hadn’t moved, a warm, solid presence. 
“Friends?” Father scoffed. “I’ve counted many among friends who’d happily stick a knife in my back if they saw an opportunity.”
Father chose friends for political gain like he did everything else. “Then you need to choose better friends.”
They stared at each other for several moments, locked in a silent battle of wills. 
“You really mean this, don’t you? You’d defy me for your husband,” Father ventured again.
“For my family, which includes all those I hold dear. I would have liked for you to be among those, but you’ve already proven that you can’t be when you threaten those under my protection.” Draylon almost slipped and said, those I love, but it wouldn’t do to show too much. 
“If your family ran, you know I’d find them.” Apparently, Father wasn’t finished blustering yet. 
“By sending my soldiers, you mean?”
“Your soldiers?”
“Yes. Mine.” Draylon imitated one of Father’s smirks, though his insides felt tied in knots. 
Father visibly deflated. “Very well. I’ll take your words under advisement. You’re dismissed, Commander Draylon.” 
“Not so fast. You’ve committed treason against your own people. You’ve betrayed your soldiers, your family, and your subjects. How many times over the years has this same situation played out? How many times have you killed a noble who’d angered you, given their lands and belongings to someone who’s curried your favor? I can think of several right offhand.”
Avestan gasped. “Father! Is this true?”
Oh right. In his anger, Draylon became insensitive. One of the men he suspected to have been killed had been Avestan’s dear friend. 
Father snarled, “When you become emperor, feel the weight of the crown I bear, you’ll understand what must be done for the greater good.”
There he went again with his “for the greater good.” Draylon wrapped an arm around Avestan’s shoulders. “For the greater good, Father, you must abdicate your throne to Avestan. Effective immediately.” 
Father yelled, spittle flying from his lips and face purpling. “Get out of my sight. Both of you! Guards!” 
Two guards stormed through the door. “Yes, Your Majesty?” the first asked. 
“I want these two men taken to the dungeon immediately!”
“Sire, I think you need to see something first,” one guard said, indicating the window. 
Father strolled over, a sneer on his lips. 
Again, Avestan gasped. 
Draylon didn’t need to look to know what waited on the hillside. Row after row of soldiers, in various colors, indicating their home kingdoms. “Emperor, you’ve no choice but to step down. You can put me in a cage if you like. I’ll be out by nightfall.”
Suddenly more soldiers appeared on the horizon, bearing the black banner with a white goat of Delletina. So, the messenger got through. “Make that six kingdoms,” Draylon said. Without a doubt, Rufe ignored orders and now led the new regiment, even if someone had to tie him to his horse. 
Father’s shoulders slumped. “I see you’ve left me with only one choice.” He grabbed a guard’s sword with one smooth motion. “And I choose to make it.” He swung the sword at Avestan’s head. 
Yarif threw off his cloak, blocking the blow with a clang of steel against steel. 
“You! How dare you!” Father screamed, spittle flying. 
Father might be more experienced, but even wounded, Yarif had youth and skill on his side, darting under the wild swings with his slender blade. 
He could’ve put Father down time and again but held back, pausing long enough to send a questioning gaze Draylon’s way. 
Draylon pulled his own sword, putting himself between Father and Avestan. 
A guard forced Father back, glancing nervously at Avestan and back at Father. “Your Majesty,” he said, addressing Father. “Your instructions to me were to protect your heir at all costs.”
Father charged again, shoving the guard out of the way. Draylon lost his balance as the guard slammed into him. 
Father screamed; arms raised to bring his blade crashing down on Avestan’s head. 
Avestan froze, eyes wide with shock. 
Father stumbled backward, clutching his chest, then dropped to his knees—a gold hairpin dagger protruded from between his fingers. 




Chapter Thirty-seven


Avestan cried out, “Father!” dropping to his knees on the stone floor, breaths coming out in choked sobs.  
“Yarif.” Draylon rushed to Yarif, taking his husband into his arms. “Are you all right?”
Yarif nodded, face pale. “I… I killed… your father.”
Draylon pulled Yarif close, whispering into his hair. “No. My father made his choice. Remember what I told you about when you start a fight, the outcome isn’t always what you planned?” He glanced down at Father, lying on the floor, eyes closed in death. 
“Are you all right?” Yarif asked. 
“Yes. You did what you had to.” Draylon gave Yarif another squeeze, then knelt, taking Avestan into his arms. Avestan clung tightly. He’d just lost a father; a father Draylon had lost long ago. After Avestan grieved, he’d realize that perhaps Father hadn’t been of the soundest mind. 
A father who’d just a moment before ordered both sons to be imprisoned in the dungeon. Draylon held Avestan, feeling a touch of grief, but for a man long gone. 
Avestan let out a final sniffle and rose, addressing Yarif. “I do not fault you for your actions, and thank you for saving my life. However, we must not tell anyone who struck the final blow. There are those who’d seek to punish you.”
Avestan affixed the guards with his stony glare. “No word is to be said about what happened here today. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, Your Highness,” the guards chorused. 
Draylon knew each of these men, trusted them. “In the face of the army at our gates and having his treachery exposed, my father suffered from an ailment of the heart, dying before we could send for a healer.” 
The guards nodded, though one glanced from Avestan to the body. 
Yarif asserted himself. “Would one of you please fetch May from the kitchens? She’ll know what to do.”
Draylon had no idea what May might be capable of, but he’d not quibble now. Instead, he knelt at Avestan’s feet. “I pledge my sword and my might to you, Emperor Avestan Aravaid, Your Imperial Majesty.”
“I’ll allow this formality just once, brother. I am your emperor now, true, but I’m your brother first. We’ll need to dispatch messengers to all the kingdoms, Mother, and my consort, telling the news.”
“I need to get out to the men.” Draylon stood, sheathing his sword. “The time of my return is nearing, and if I don’t make an appearance, they’ve been instructed to tear the walls down stone by stone.” 
“Then, by all means, you are dismissed, though I hope to meet with you, your consort, and your senior officers soon.” Avestan stepped over to the desk. “Father let too many matters go lately, focused solely on conquest. I’ve my work cut out for me. He was my father and emperor but hasn’t been a good leader for many years. I will endeavor to do better. And Draylon? Yarif?”
Draylon and Yarif answered together, “Yes.”
“I expect you to tell me if I’m doing wrong.”
Draylon replied, “I’d offer no less.” The next few weeks would be chaos with the old emperor's funeral and a coronation. Avestan seemed stoic now, but he had to still be reeling inside.
Avestan turned toward Yarif. “I think it would be best if you returned how you came. Better that none know you were even here.”
“I agree.” Yarif smiled at Draylon, redonned his cloak, and slipped through the door. “Draylon, I’ll rejoin your men and wait for your return.”
Draylon clasped Avestan in one more embrace before fleeing the room, carefully keeping his eyes averted from the corpse on the floor. 
Emperor Soland was dead. 
Long live Emperor Avestan.
[image: image-placeholder]Draylon met Vihaan in the hallway with May, both approaching the door. “Did the guards tell you what you’d find?”
May nodded. “Don’t you worry. I’ve been hiding bodies since before you were born. And no one will ever see that dagger again.” On that cryptic note, she strolled down the hallway to the office. 
“The guards turned our decoys away at the gates. They returned safely to the troops.” Vihaan fell into step with Draylon. “I take it we won’t be attacking?”
“No. The emperor wants to sit down with the commanders. Are you aware that Delletina is now represented among our ranks outside?”
“No! I had no idea. So, are they joining the empire?” Vihaan hurried to catch up to Draylon’s longer strides. 
“Possibly.”
“When you say emperor…” 
Draylon paused, turning to face Vihaan. “Avestan Aravaid.” He gave Vihaan a warning look. “You must swear to me that no one will ever hear the truth of today from your lips.”
“You have my word.” Vihaan saluted with his arm across his body. 
“As one of his first acts in the lofty position, I’ll suggest he send your armies home.”
Vihaan grinned. “Sounds good to me. Let’s go call off the hounds, shall we?”
“Not so fast. I want him to keep you as an advisor.” With Draylon in Renvalle, Avestan would need someone he could trust in the military. 
Vihaan mock pouted. “And here I thought we were friends.”
[image: image-placeholder]As he grew closer to the front lines on his borrowed horse, Draylon searched out… there! Bypassing questions, he dismounted and wrapped Yarif in an embrace. “It’s over.” 
“Really? What about the children?”
Vihaan bowed. “Once things settle, May will send someone to retrieve them from Countess Exa, Your Majesty.”
Yarif’s relief was palpable, worry lines easing from his features. “The twins have been well taken care of, though they might not want to return.”
“Why not?” Vihaan lifted a bemused brow.
“Exa raises horses and dogs. The twins love both.” 
“Then we’ll have to get them horses and dogs,” Draylon supplied. “But all that can wait. Right now, I just want to revel in the horror being over. Later, we’ll meet with Aves… excuse me, Emperor Avestan.”
Yarif winced. “Is this going to be a good thing?”
“A very good thing. I trust my brother with my life. Now, come. Let’s go home.”
[image: image-placeholder]Emperor Avestan sat at the head of the long table, Yarif to his right, Draylon to his left. Two trusted advisors and a bandaged Rufe rounded out the Renvalle contingent, as indeed, he’d defied orders to lead the Delletinian soldiers. Draylon’s handpicked guards stood against the walls. 
Draylon expected no less, though as commander, he’d have to have strong words for his subordinate soon. 
Eyeing Avestan from across an expanse of polished oak sat King Niam of Delletina, who cast interested glances at Rufe while trying to appear not to. Draylon knew the feeling quite well, having often been unable to keep from watching Yarif.  The remaining commanders filled out the room. 
Avestan nodded when Draylon stood and began to speak. “The situation we’re here to discuss is to be kept in the deepest confidence, though you know most of it. Emperor Soland Aravaid conspired with Commander Illa Trandores to lure King Lleval into a trap, then kidnapped King Consort Yarif to try to force conflict between Cormir and Delletina, to take Delletina with her newfound gold mines, into the empire. They planned to kill the king consort to fulfill their aims and even conspired with Craice.”
Avestan’s eyes misted, but he held his head high. 
Draylon continued, “Instead, Renvalle and Delletina formed an alliance.” 
King Niam spoke then. “Emperor Soland tried to take by force what we would have justly offered out of friendship. Delletina is willing to discuss the possibility of joining the empire, but that is a topic for another day. I’m attending merely as a courtesy for offering my support.” 
One by one, the commanders of the five kingdoms swore their allegiance to the new emperor. 
[image: image-placeholder]A magistrate waited for Draylon and Yarif in the corridor. “Forgive me, Your Majesties, but I must speak with you on a most delicate matter.”
Draylon looked around. None here but them. “Then speak.”
“I hope I’m not being indelicate, but in light of the king consort’s recent abduction at the hand of our enemies…” The magistrate turned apologetic eyes toward the floor. 
How dare the man act as though Yarif weren’t standing right there. “What of it?” Draylon growled. 
“Sir, it’s the law for anyone who’s been under the influence of our enemies to be marked as a possible threat.”
A tattoo like Rufe’s? “You can’t be serious.”
“But I am, Majesty. It’s the law.” 
Over Draylon’s dead body would Yarif be so marked, bearing the humiliation of something that wasn’t his fault, as Rufe had done over the years. “He wasn’t taken by enemies, but by my father’s instructions, by our people. You’ll not mark him.” Draylon rested a hand on his sword. 
“No, you shall not,” came a new voice from down the corridor. Avestan strode toward them, resplendent in the formal purple robes of his station, every inch of his bearing proclaiming him emperor. “It’s ghastly, and I forbid it. One of my first acts will be to outlaw the practice.”
Draylon could’ve kissed his brother. So many wrongs could be righted with an emperor who cared for his people. He recalled Yarif’s consort training at the hands of priests. “Later, I want to talk to you about a few more practices to abolish.”
“I’ll await your input, brother.” With that, Avestan continued on his way. 
When Draylon turned back around, the magistrate had fled. He couldn’t save Rufe from the torment, but he’d save anyone unlucky enough to be captured from this day forward. He suddenly found himself with his arms full of Yarif. 
“Thank you, Dray. I’ve long thought those tattoos horrible and worried if I’d be made to wear one.”
That was the first time Draylon recalled Yarif calling him Dray. The familiarity warmed him. “Don’t worry. You’ve been forced to do many things against your will. Never again.” Draylon meant every word.
“I am very sorry about your father,” Yarif said, following Draylon into their shared bed chamber. “He went for Avestan, too close for me to use my sword. I just… reacted… and I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Draylon assured him. “You did all you could. Avestan knows that and so do I. Father did you nothing but wrong. And if you can forgive me for killing your father, I’m in no position to blame you for killing mine."
He shrugged, hoping the gesture looked casual. Draylon’s feelings for his father were… complicated and would take time to work out. “He took away others’ right to choose and followed his stubborn path.” Would the news bother Mother overly much? Avestan would see to her comfort as she gave up the role of empress for a dowager cottage. Maybe she’d even settle with one of her many lovers. She was resilient. She’d survive. 
As would the empire.
“Still, losing a father, even a bad one, is painful. But he took away your choices. Would you change your circumstances now?” Yarif kept his voice low.
Draylon took his consort, his lover, his spouse, into his arms. “He may have brought me here and arranged for me to marry you, but I didn’t lie when I took my vows. Of my own free will, I married you. Of my own free will, I love you.” He brought his mouth down on Yarif’s, gratified when Yarif kissed back with equal fervor. Breathlessly, Draylon withdrew, stroking a finger down the side of Yarif’s face. “Make no mistake. I’m with you because I want to be. Because I couldn’t imagine myself anywhere else. I never wanted to be king, but with you by my side, I might not bring Renvalle to ruin.”
“You won’t. You’ll make a far better king than I ever could. You’ll be a good king. You are a good king. Already you’ve made changes that have been needed for ages.” Yarif rested his head against Draylon’s shoulder.   
After a few moments of calm, Yarif ventured, “It might cause quite the scandal back in Cormir, but the Renvallian custom is to cremate our dead as soon as possible after their deaths. May sincerely apologized for accidentally ordering the same for Emperor Soland.”
Thus removing the evidence of how the man died. Now to make up for lost time, comforting Yarif. 
A knock sounded on the door. Heaving a sigh, Draylon opened the door to find a guard poised with fist raised, ready to knock again. “Forgive me, Commander, um, Your Highness, um…”
“We both know who you’re talking to. Get on with it.” Draylon tried not to growl, he really did, but this intrusion took him away from the man he seriously wanted to bed. 
“Begging your pardons, but Emperor Avestan wants to see King Consort Yarif. Alone.”
What now? 




Chapter Thirty-eight


“What could Emperor Avestan possibly want with me?” Could this be the beginning of an alliance?  
Unless Avestan planned to follow through on his father’s assassination scheme. Yarif had fought too hard to stay alive to give in now. 
He dressed carefully in the rooms he now shared with Draylon, hoping to win respect but unwilling to emulate the former consort by flaunting jewelry and clothing far beyond what all but the wealthiest could afford. Not his style. 
Yarif had grown used to simple attire while in hiding, decorated with embroidery instead of jewels. Far more comfortable and less conspicuous. He chose plain brown trousers and a loose-fitting tunic of cream linen, open at the throat. Sturdy boots completed the outfit. 
He stared down at his bare hand. Where was his ring now? On the mountain still, with Illa?
Draylon rose from his place on the bed. “I have something for you.” 
“What?” 
Draylon took Yarif’s hand, sliding on a golden ring with a beautiful sapphire stone. “I know Illa stole your wedding ring. And it was just something simple Father’s secretary acquired. While we were in Delletina, my mother sent this one. I found it with a note in my room.”
Yarif turned his hand, watching the stone catch the light. “It’s beautiful.” He’d always loved sapphires. 
“It was my great-grandfather’s ring. I kept it locked away, never thinking I’d marry. It belongs on your hand if you like it.” Uncertainty clouded Draylon’s eyes. 
“I love it. Thank you.” So much better than the plain band the emperor put no thought into. 
Draylon smiled, lifting Yarif’s hand to his lips. 
Yarif couldn’t help smiling as he faced the mirror despite his ruined hair and many bruises. 
Marks of honor. 
“Shall we go?” Draylon was coming with Yarif, right? 
Draylon nodded. 
Two guards fell into step behind as they left their rooms, much to the grumbling of Draylon, but this time for protection, not as jailers. Or so Yarif hoped. He wasted no time getting to his father’s old office. 
One of the many secretaries in the outer office bowed low. “Good evening, Your Majesties. His Imperial Majesty is waiting.” 
“I’ll wait for you here.” Draylon dropped a kiss on Yarif’s nose. “I’m right here if you need me.”
The woman opened the door to the inner office, then closed the door behind Yarif.
No one sat behind the desk.
“Ah, Yarif. Good of you to join me” came a cheery voice from the chair in the corner. Tea service and a plate of pastries sat on a low table.
Yarif had seen and spoken to Avestan before, but never alone. Steeling his nerves, he sat on the opposite chair where Avestan beckoned. 
“Would you like tea?” Avestan filled two cups without waiting for an answer. “I must import some of your local teas when I return to Cormira. I’ve grown quite fond of them. My wife will love them too. She does enjoy a good cup of tea.” Avestan’s smile reassured Yarif that his head might not be on the chopping block.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
Avestan nodded. “Please. We’re brothers in the eyes of the law. Call me Avestan or Avi.” He took a sip of tea, closed his eyes, then reopened them with an “Ahh… I needed that.” 
The day’s strain showed around his eyes, dark circles underneath. 
Yarif took a sip from his cup. Having been raised on Renvallian tea, he didn’t quite understand why Avestan made such a big deal over something so familiar unless he merely meant to compliment one of the kingdom’s chief exports. “Thank you,” Yarif said. “You wanted to see me?” His frazzled nerves couldn’t handle making idle conversation until Avestan grew ready to state his purpose.
Avestan’s smile appeared tired. “Straight to the point! My brother said as much.”
What else had Draylon said? “Isn’t it better not to waste time?”
“I agree wholeheartedly. I’d hoped to wait a few days to talk to you, but in light of my father’s death, I must return to Cormira immediately. Since you insist on getting down to business, we’re here to discuss your future.”
“My… future.” Oh, dear.
“Yes. My father forced you into a marriage you didn’t want and used your brother and sister as leverage to ensure your compliance. You didn’t deserve such treatment.” Avestan quietly regarded Yarif for a moment, then gave a decisive nod. What kind of internal dialog had he just held, and what had he agreed with himself on? “I also don’t want my brother to live out his years with a consort who’d rather be anywhere than at Dray’s side.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I’m offering you a choice. By your own admission, you have no desire to be king. I'll annul your marriage if you also have no desire to be king consort.”
“You can do that?”
Avestan scowled. Oh, no. Did he think the quick answer indicated Yarif’s choice? “I am emperor. I can do many things.”
“In that case, what would happen to the children and me?”
“One of my brother’s many titles is Duke of Havenwood, a small but profitable estate in the south along the border with Draige. He’ll surrender the title and lands to you. With your management skills, I’ve no doubt you’ll thrive there, and you’ll be near your mother’s family in Draige. I can have the papers drawn up tomorrow. Let me fetch a secretary.” Avestan began to rise.
Yarif threw up a staying hand. “Wait! What if that’s not what I want?”
Avestan reseated himself. “Is there another place you’d like? I understand you hold a few minor titles of your own.”
Was Avestan saying such things because he wanted Draylon out of the marriage? Yarif had half a mind to stick his head out of the door and demand direct answers. “What if I don’t want an annulment?”
Avestan stared at Yarif for several long moments. “Then you would continue as king consort of Renvalle. If you’re amenable, and Draylon agrees, you can name one of the twins as successor.”
“Either one?” Dare Yarif hope?
“Yes. I hope Delletina will soon be part of the empire, and they’re not the only monarchy to name both sons and daughters as heirs.”
Could things really fall into place so easily? Well, not precisely easily, based on all Yarif had endured. “What of Draylon? What does he want?”
Avestan rolled his shoulders. “Mostly to please his emperor. And I want for him to remain here. Oh, and also to please his king consort. Offering up the dukedom to make amends for Father and to give you a choice was Draylon’s idea, but I know he hoped you’d turn it down.”
Yarif relaxed, letting out tension with a heavy exhale. “I stated in my vows that I came of my own free will. I haven’t changed my mind.”
“I’m delighted to hear it. I’ll be leaving shortly for Cormira, hopefully to not be too far behind the news of our emperor’s demise. I expect you and my brother at Father’s state funeral and my coronation. After that, you’ll both act as emissaries to Delletina.” Avestan winked. “When visiting, take Commander Rufe with you.”
“Commander Rufe?” Better than Commander Illa.
“Yes. I went to his room personally to bestow the promotion. I think he’ll be useful in diplomacy with King Niam.”
“Why do you say that?”
Avestan smirked. “Because our dearest Commander Rufe had to climb over King Niam to get out of bed.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Yarif found himself on horseback three days later, riding incognito beside Draylon on their way to the capital. Occasionally he glanced over to see Draylon smiling. 
“What?” Draylon’s brow furrowed. 
“You kept me.”
Draylon let out an inelegant snort. “Of course I kept you. You’re my husband.  You could have taken the annulment.”
“Did you want me to?”
“No!” 
Yarif’s horse started at the sudden shout. 
More quietly, Draylon repeated, a smile playing over his lips, “No. I need you to handle all those whining petitions. And the paperwork. Oh, the paperwork. Without you, I might have to do work myself.”
Now came Yarif’s turn to snort. “You do plenty of work.”
“Ah, but you make it look easy.”
“Easy?”
Draylon placed a hand on his chest. “Did you just call me easy?”
“What! No! I…” Yarif sputtered, at a loss for words.
“’Cause if you did, I have it on good authority that you own a manor nearby. Maybe we can stop for the night.” Draylon waggled his brows. “It would be much better than sleeping on the ground, surrounded by our snoring guards.”
“We only just got on the road a few hours ago.” But yes, the manor wasn’t far. Manor, pig farm, whatever.
“Even an hour without seeing your gorgeous body is too long.” Draylon flashed a smile. 
Yarif laughed. “If you say so. I’m glad Avestan is allowing us two weeks to get to Cormira. I think we’re going to need every moment.”
“Maybe longer, if neither of us can sit in a saddle.”
“You’re incorrigible.”
“Yes, I am,” Draylon said in Cormiran.
Yarif brought his horse to a stop. He replied in the same language, “You knew I spoke your native language all along, didn’t you?”  
“Yes, but who was I to spoil your fun, thinking you’d gotten one over on me? Besides, you gained good information by pretending you didn’t.”
True. “Why you…” Yarif wheeled his horse around, digging his heels in. “I’ll race you to the manor.”
They flew over the ground, laughing like two schoolboys, their startled guards following after a moment’s hesitation. 
They arrived at the manor hours later, twigs stuck in their hair, clothes in disarray, and cheeks split wide with grins, their guards still mortified by having lost them in the woods for a spell. 
Time enough later to worry about kings, emperors, and politics. Right now was just for them.
Later, Yarif would give his husband an overdue wedding gift: a pair of loose white trousers and Captain Unger’s rapier. 
Because his warrior king was indeed worthy. 
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A mysterious legacy. A magical journey. The worst guide in history!

Piers Adams never knew his parents or birthplace. All he wants from his mundane life is a better apartment and fewer working hours serving drinks at a club in Asheville, North Carolina. Sure, weirdness happens around him occasionally. Coincidences, right? He can’t possibly wish things into existence. After all, he’s only human.

Maybe.

It’s hard living down to a nickname like Wicked, but Prince Wycke Bertillian of the magical realm tries. He enjoys his lack of responsibilities until he’s coerced into a clandestine mission: find an evil sorceress’s hidden son in the human realm.

A chance encounter awakens magical potential beyond what either realm has seen before. Barely managing his own life doesn’t qualify Wycke to guide a novice sorcerer with infinite magic and zero self-preservation skills. Unfortunately, it’s Wycke or nothing standing between Piers and those who’d take Piers’ magic for themselves—magic powerful enough to rule two realms.

Piers and Wycke had better get their act together. Their lives and the fate of the human and magical worlds rests in their highly incompetent hands.
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A long-ago meeting sets fate into motion…

As captain of the city guards, Martin protects E'Skaara by day. At night, he creeps in shadows to defend the citizens from predators most cannot see. He's escaped from his past as a mage-born lad who'd nearly destroyed a village in self-defense. The three things he can't so easily elude? Rage at a deity who condemns mages to death, memories of a pirate who saved him, and the magic he must conceal.

Tavernkeeper Peter keeps secrets. Secrets that can get him killed: his desire for men, a pirate past, and magical abilities. He should run from the one place mages cannot be safe, but yearning for a lost love binds him to where they shared their last kiss, waiting for one more glimpse of a dear face.

When dark forces reunite them, the magic both men try so hard to hide might just be their salvation.
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