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  FEYAR STOOD naked by the window, looking down at the quiet courtyard below. The evening sun was low in a sky ablaze with red and gold. The fading sunlight glinted on the breastplates of the royal warriors who guarded the palace. Not that there was need of them. Teruna had been a peaceful kingdom for many years, and the warriors were there mainly because tradition dictated it so.




  Unless the rumors are true, Feyar thought, his brow creased. For months now there had been talk in the royal city of unrest brewing in the kingdom of Kandor, many days’ ride from Teruna’s capital. A new king had ascended the throne, and Teruna’s people murmured that old grudges long thought forgotten had resurfaced.




  Feyar sighed heavily. Such rumors were not good. It was well-known among Teruna’s inhabitants that King Feolin was growing weaker. Rumblings of a threat to their peaceful land could only serve to trouble the king’s mind. And despite his present situation, Feyar wished his monarch no ill.




  How could I wish ill upon the father of the man I love, my terushan?




  “Come back to bed, my corishan.” Tanish’s voice was heavy with sleep.




  Feyar turned to gaze at the young man who lay on his back beneath a single silken sheet. The smooth fabric clung to his lean form, revealing every line and curve, including the beginnings of an erection.




  Feyar smiled to himself. When is he without one? It had been so since that day seven years ago, when the young prince had walked into the Seruanal for the first time. All those present had lowered their gaze, as was the law, but Feyar had peeked at the sixteen-year-old prince who seemed devoid of nerves. And Prince Tanish had caught him.




  Their eyes had met for the briefest of moments, enough to have Feyar’s cock fill at the sight of that short brown hair, brown eyes, and lean body, already toned. The prince’s smooth chest was bare. He’d worn a bronze-colored robe, open to the waist, which had done little to hide the prince’s similar state. And in that moment, Feyar knew what no other in the palace had known: the royal prince liked men.




  Upon hearing of his imminent visit, the women had been preening and primping for hours, all anxious to gain favor in his eyes. Feyar had to work hard to suppress his chuckle when he realized their preparations had been in vain.




  “Of course, if you do not wish to have me before we sleep, that is your choice.”




  Feyar shook himself mentally and looked across to the bed once more. Tanish was sitting up, the sheet pooled around his hips, his hand lazily stroking the increasingly rigid length between his legs. He was grinning, all hint of drowsiness gone.




  Feyar gave a low growl and dove onto the bed, dragging the sheet away from Tanish’s body until his lover was nude, his chest rising and falling as his breathing became ragged, pupils wide with desire. “Oh, I shall have you.” Feyar pushed him back onto the bed and covered Tanish’s body with his own.




  Tanish gazed up at him, lips parted, eyes shining in the candlelight. “Yes,” he whispered. He stroked Feyar’s soft beard. “Come love me, my terushan.”




  It was an order Feyar had no qualms about obeying.




  As the light faded from the room, leaving only the flickering of the candles, Feyar slid deep into his lover’s body, relishing the strong thighs that wrapped around him, Tanish pushing at his buttocks with his heels, urging him deeper still as they kissed. Feyar could feel Tanish’s steel-hard cock pressed between them, rubbing against his abdomen. They groaned into each other’s kiss as Feyar thrust faster, harder, his arms tightening around Tanish’s body as he pushed him closer to his release. And when it came, Feyar shuddered as he filled Tanish, heart full of love and adoration.




  Feyar dropped his head to Tanish’s shoulder to whisper the words that lay on his heart. “Oh, how I love you, my terushan.” Feyar held Tanish in his arms, kissing him softly, the evidence of Tanish’s release warm on his skin. He closed his eyes and listened as his lover’s breathing grew more even, Feyar still buried deep inside him. He knew it wouldn’t be long before Tanish fell into a light sleep. Until he wanted his turn, of course. Feyar smiled against Tanish’s neck. Thank the Maker they were both happy to give and receive.




  As far as Feyar was concerned, this was heaven.




  He withdrew gently so as not to disturb Tanish and reached for the soft cloth that lay on the stone floor beneath the bed. He wiped himself clean of any residue and then brushed the fabric over Tanish’s buttocks, removing all trace of his seed. Once he’d dropped the cloth onto the floor, Feyar curled around his prince, wrapping his arm across Tanish’s chest, his hand splayed over his lover’s heart. He sighed contentedly when Tanish reached up to place his hand over Feyar’s.




  His last thought before sleep claimed him was that life didn’t get any better than this.




   




   




  “YOU SENT for me, Your Majesty?” Tanish knelt on the fur pelts that covered the stone floor of his father’s private audience chamber. He bowed his head and fell silent, waiting for his father’s attention.




  The palace was quiet this morning. Tanish had risen with the sun and wandered over to gaze out of the window at the mountains of blue quartz in the distance, their snow-topped peaks glowing in the warm light. The sky was pale blue, not a single cloud to mar its vastness. He’d glanced across his bed where Feyar lay sleeping, sheet thrown back to reveal that glorious body, his pale, creamy skin covered in a layer of black hair. Tanish loved to run his fingers through it, tugging at it gently as they lay together. He loved the way it clung to Feyar’s body as they bathed together.




  No servant had bathed Tanish since he’d reached manhood. He’d seen to that, despite his father’s protestations that a prince should not bathe himself. It was not seemly. Tanish smiled inwardly. Little did his father know that he shared his bath every night and every morning. And that his bathmate was more than happy to bathe him.




  “Something pleases you.”




  He looked up to find his father gazing at him, eyebrows arched. “Your Majesty?” Tanish straightened his face.




  King Feolin smiled. “Rise and come sit with me. Have you eaten?”




  “Yes, Your Majesty.” Tanish had shared fruit, yogurt, and honey with Feyar before he’d disappeared back into the Seruanal. Tanish’s heart sank as it always did when he kissed Feyar in parting. The day would seem so long until they could be together again in the safe haven of Tanish’s chambers.




  His father got to his feet and walked unsteadily to the window that overlooked the city, his purple robe trailing behind him. His long locks were gray, a curtain of hair around his shoulders. “Such a beautiful morning,” he murmured. Then he winced and clutched at his chest.




  Tanish was at his side in an instant. “Father?” He put his arm around his father and helped him to the wide sill, its cold stone surface covered with thick cushions. It was his father’s favorite place to sit and gaze at his kingdom. Tanish sat beside him, heart beating fast as he took in his father’s waxy complexion. “Is it bad this morning?” He laid a hand tentatively on his father’s knee.




  The king snorted. “When is it not bad?” Then he sighed and patted Tanish’s hand. “But if my battle wounds mean that we achieved peace for Teruna, then they were worth it.”




  “Not if they bring you constant pain!” Tanish bit his lip. He hadn’t meant disrespect, only concern.




  King Feolin stared at him in surprise.




  Tanish bowed his head. “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he murmured. “I had no right to speak in such a tone.”




  His father placed two fingers under Tanish’s chin to lift his face upward. “Tanish, my son. I took no offense. I know you speak from your heart.”




  Tanish gazed at his father, his stomach tight. “Have you tried once more with the healers? Can nothing be done?” Even as he asked, he knew what the answer would be.




  The king sighed. “They have no skill. I know not what it is that infects our kingdom, but there seems to be not one single healer who has the power to help.”




  Tanish knew his father spoke the truth. The healers of Teruna were becoming a thing of the past. There was a time when the people could go to a healer and be assured of relief. These days that was no longer the case. Their healing magic seemed to have deserted every last one of them.




  He grew aware of his father’s intense scrutiny. The king regarded him in silence for a moment and then let out a sigh that clutched at Tanish’s heart. “I should not have waited so long to sire a child,” he said at last.




  “Father?” Tanish didn’t know what to make of his father’s words.




  King Feolin smiled. “I was not much older than you when I first went into battle.” He chuckled. “I was a headstrong, obstinate youth who did not listen to advice. But I had just become king when your grandfather died in battle, and I had sworn to avenge him.” He rubbed his chest. “At that age, one feels immortal. When I recovered from my wounds, I felt as though I had cheated Death.” He shook his head. “Little did I know, Death is a patient one who bides his time.” He shivered. “This is why all men live in fear of him, for they know not when he will claim them.”




  Tanish knew he spoke of the bits of metal still lodged in his body, causing him almost constant pain. A broken piece of a sword here, an arrowhead there that had proved impossible to remove—a constant reminder of the price his father had paid for peace.




  His father regarded him fondly. “My biggest regret is that I was already in my forties when you were conceived.” He scowled. “I should have taken a wife long before, but I had no need of one, in spite of my advisers telling me so. All I sought were the pleasures of the Seruanal.” He gave a slight shudder.




  Tanish straightened. It was the first time his father had mentioned the royal harem since he’d taken Tanish there on his sixteenth birthday. It was difficult to think of his father with a Seruan.




  Perhaps all children feel thus when faced with the knowledge that their parents had appetites similar to their own. Tanish considered how often he and Feyar enjoyed each other, and the thought brought heat to his cheeks. He could not imagine his father having so voracious an appetite.




  Something in his father’s words piqued Tanish’s interest. “How did you meet my mother?” Tanish had never known her. She had died in childbirth.




  A faraway look came into his father’s eyes. “I had gone traveling throughout the kingdom. It was something your grandfather used to do. He loved being among the people, interacting with them. That was in the days before Kandor decided to overthrow Teruna, of course. He had no thought of Kandoran spies lurking everywhere. He simply went out and mingled with his subjects, and they loved him all the more for it. So, one year I decided to try it for myself.”




  He cleared his throat. Tanish got up and went across to the table covered with parchments and poured a glass of wine from the delicate glass carafe. He took the ruby liquid to his father, who sipped it and then sighed.




  “You are a good son.”




  Tanish’s cheeks grew hot once more.




  The king patted the cushions beside him, and Tanish retook his seat. It was rare to find his father in such a reflective mood, and Tanish loved to listen to the sound of his voice, deep and rich.




  “So there I was, traveling through Teruna with only a bodyguard for company, when I stopped at an inn for some food. There was a fracas out in the street and I went to investigate. A female Seruan had collapsed and a crowd had formed. No one would go near her, of course, but one young woman stepped out of the crowd, knelt beside her, and began to tend to her. There were shouts for her to leave the Seruan alone, but she ignored them. She helped the Seruan to her feet and made as if to bring her into the inn. The innkeeper began blustering that this was not right, until I told him to be silent.” His father’s eyes gleamed. “He knew better than to argue with me.” He grinned, and then his expression softened. “The young woman made sure the Seruan was all right before bidding her farewell. Well, by now, this angel of mercy had my attention. And when she realized who I was, she almost fainted.” He smiled fondly. “I brought her back to the palace sitting in front of me on my horse, my arms around her. As we rode along through the streets, the people cheered as if I were bringing home a bride. And by the time we reached the palace, I had made up my mind that I would marry her.”




  Tanish blinked rapidly. “You have never told me any of this, Father.”




  The king sighed. “I know. I have not spent much time with you as you have grown, and that is something I bitterly regret. When I lost your mother, it hit me hard. We had not known that childbirth would strain her heart. And to be truthful, each time I saw you, I was reminded of her.” He gazed at Tanish fondly. “You have her dark skin, her eyes. She was a beautiful creature. And I regret the time I have wasted.”




  Tanish bowed his head. “I am pleased that you are sharing with me now.” It had been a lonely life growing up in the palace, and it had only been in the last few years that he had gotten to know his father a little better. “I too regret that we have not been close. There were many times when I was growing up that I longed to talk with you, share with you my thoughts and dreams.”




  The king smiled. “You are of an age now where we can speak of adult matters.” He cleared his throat once more before continuing. “That is why I wished to speak with you today. You are twenty-three, Tanish. Is it not time you thought about choosing a consort?”




  Tanish stared at him in silence. “I… I do not understand.”




  His father’s brows knitted. “I do not wish you to make the same mistakes I did. I know you share your bed every night with a Seruan.” Tanish opened his mouth to speak, but his father held up his hand. “Did you think I would not be informed of this? I took you to the Seruanal so that you could be instructed, to be ready for your future consort. You were supposed to spend your time there learning how to pleasure your partner, receiving instruction from a variety of Seruani.”




  “Which is what I did,” Tanish protested.




  His father quirked his eyebrows. “You have only ever had the one Seruan. Do not lie to me.” Tanish bowed his head, cheeks on fire. The king patted his arm. “This is not good, my son. Heaven forbid that you become emotionally attached to him.” He lifted Tanish’s chin and peered intently at him. “Tell me this is not so.”




  Tanish kept his expression blank. “No, Father, it is not so.” His stomach roiled at the lie.




  The king nodded. “Good. It matters not to me whether you choose a male or a female consort. I received instruction from both when I was first taken there, and it was clear to me very quickly that I leaned toward females. You prefer males, and that is your choice.” He stared at Tanish. “But having the same Seruan in your bed, night after night….” He shook his head. “It is time to put away your toy and find yourself a consort. Someone who could ride through the streets at your side, to the sound of the people cheering. You will be king one day.” He placed his hand on Tanish’s shoulder. “And I want the people to love you and whoever you choose to love.”




  Tanish’s throat seized up. He swallowed hard as he tried not to let his emotions show. “Are you forbidding me from using the Seruanal?”




  His father frowned. “No, my son. But it is all too easy to become dependent. I know, I was the same for many years. Just remember what they are.”




  Tanish repressed the shudder that threatened to ripple through him. He could not think of Feyar like that. To Terunan society, a Seruan was the lowest of the low. The law demanded each Seruan wear a distinctive deep red cloak that declared them to be such. Tanish saw the way people reacted in the streets when they saw the cloak. They crossed to the other side, shunning the wearer.




  Why must it be so? It was not the first time that thought had crossed Tanish’s mind. He had often wondered how such a law came to exist. The Seruani provided an essential service, as far as he could see. Those who wanted sex could simply choose a Seruan and pay them. Most of the Great Houses of the kingdom had several Seruan in their employ. They were people skilled in the art of lovemaking. Why, then, were they viewed—and treated—so harshly?




  How can you be disgusted by someone who uses their body to bring pleasure to others?




  His father rose to his feet. “There are other matters that we must discuss.”




  Tanish was brought sharply into the moment. “Yes, Father?”




  “You have been training with the royal soldiers, I hear.”




  Tanish nodded. He worked out with them each morning, practicing his sword skills and riding with them on patrols. The last few months had seen this bring changes to his body. Tanish was not very tall, but his muscles had filled out. What he liked most was the way the men treated him, as one of their own. There was no pomp or bowing and scraping, and he liked the way they used his given name rather than his title. They were men, young and old, who enjoyed camaraderie. Tanish had put up with a lot of teasing when he’d first begun to work out with them, but when he’d reacted with good humor, that had been the end to it.




  The king nodded also. “The head of the bodyguard regiment has been keeping me informed of your progress. I wanted to speak of this. If the rumors prove true, you may have need of your skills one day.”




  “You speak of Kandor, Father?” Tanish wasn’t deaf to what was being whispered out in the city. There was talk of Kandor rising up once more against Teruna.




  “Yes, my son. And if such a day comes, you must be prepared to lead our troops into battle.” He paused, his gaze going once again to the city beyond the window, its white stone walls gleaming in the sun. “But I have a plan to deter our enemies.”




  Tanish’s pulse raced, and he leaned closer. “Can you tell me?”




  The king smiled. “I will tell only you and Malin.”




  Tanish’s heart almost burst with pride. The day was proving to be one of firsts. His father had never seen fit to share such knowledge with anyone except Malin, his most trusted adviser. The man was older than the king’s sixty-four years, and Tanish had always looked up to him. Malin had shown Tanish much kindness throughout his childhood and adolescence.




  “Our nearest neighbor is the kingdom of Vancor. If our two great kingdoms were to form an alliance, our strength would be such that no one would dare threaten either of us again. I have sent messengers to King Beron, inviting him and Queen Vasha on a state visit.”




  A royal visit. Tanish sat up at that. Such a thing had never happened before. “When will you know if they have accepted your invitation, Father?”




  “Within a day or two,” the king replied. “I shall declare a national holiday when they arrive. I want the people to show them a fantastic welcome. And we shall have a royal ball to celebrate their visit.” His eyes gleamed. “I hear King Beron has a daughter of your age, perhaps a little younger. Maybe she will accompany her parents.”




  Tanish’s stomach roiled, and a sour taste filled his mouth. “Is that why you have invited him?”




  His father frowned. “No, I simply mention the daughter because it just occurred to me.” His brow smoothed out. “But if it should happen that this does come to pass, it is worth considering.” He patted Tanish’s arm. “A consort of royal blood, my son. One who can provide you with an heir.” The king sagged against the window’s edge, as if all energy had fled him. “And now you must leave me, my son.”




  Tanish rose slowly to his feet and bowed low before his father. He turned and walked out of the audience chamber, past the two guards standing outside the thick wooden door. They nodded to him in greeting, and he acknowledged them with a smile, but his thoughts were miles away.




  He wants to marry me off—to a girl. And this was despite his father’s claim that it didn’t matter if he chose a male or a female for his consort.




  Tanish walked slowly, with a heavy heart. His path took him past the ornate metal door that led to the Seruanal, where all the palace Seruani dwelt. He found it difficult to breathe when the door opened and a figure emerged, draped in the cashor, the robe which all Seruani had to wear. The hood obscured the eyes of the wearer from Tanish’s sight, but he didn’t need to see any more to know it was Feyar beneath the robe. His senses were enough: his skin tingled as it always did when Feyar was near. Tanish had long become accustomed to his body’s reaction and no longer questioned the phenomenon.




  Feyar didn’t acknowledge him. He walked by on the other side of the corridor, head bowed, hands clasped at his belly. Tanish watched him disappear through the doorway that led into the courtyard, his heart aching.




  He could not have even raised a hand in greeting. That would have been frowned upon, and someone would have gotten word back to the king.




  What kind of kingdom is this, he thought, where I cannot greet the man I love? Worse than that—I can never tell a soul that I love him.




  To do so would result in a public lashing for Feyar, followed by banishment from the kingdom. Tanish had no clue as to what his father would do to him. As far as he knew, no person of royal blood had ever broken that law.




  Tanish would not do anything that would bring pain—and worse—to Feyar.




  He went to his chamber, shut the door, and flung himself facedown onto his bed, rubbing his face in the silky fur that covered it.




  He wanted it to be night, so he could be once more in Feyar’s strong arms.




  Chapter 2
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  FEYAR LEFT the palace by the rear gate, pulling his cashor around him. The guards let him pass without comment. They were used to his ritual by now. He tried to push aside the emotions that always surfaced when Tanish was near. To be so close to him and yet not be able to touch him, to even speak with him, was sheer torture. And to pass him with downcast eyes, when all he wanted to do was feast upon Tanish’s beauty, made his heart ache.




  Feyar would have been happy to live all his days within the palace walls. It made for an easier life. Why would any Seruan wish to leave the safety of the Seruanal to brave the stares and reactions of the inhabitants of Teruna? Even now, Feyar could feel their unseen eyes upon him, their hostile gazes boring into his back as he crept along the cobbled streets on his daily pilgrimage. Only this one compulsion made him dare leave the palace’s protective surroundings.




  He walked slowly, hands clasped at his belly, head bowed, his hood low over his eyes so no one should have to gaze at him. The streets dipped and curved as he made his way toward the older part of the city. The white stone of Teruna, a milky granite shot through with quartz, glowed, shutters thrown back to let in the welcoming sunlight and warmth. But inside, Feyar was cold as he came within sight of the house where he had spent the first seventeen years of his life.




  He hid in the cool shadows, where he knew he would not be seen, and then leaned against the stone wall to observe. There was no sign of life, although he could hear movement within. Feyar was in no hurry. He knew he would not be missed for most of the morning. Those who dwelt in the Seruanal knew his habits.




  The door opened, and Feyar’s breath hitched at the sight of his mother as she swept dust from the house, her long brown hair peppered with gray and tied back from her face. He swallowed. He could still hear her voice in his head from ten years ago, the last time they had spoken. The tears streaming down her soft cheeks were burned into his memory. With an effort he forced himself not to dwell on the past. Such thoughts only brought him pain.




  “Mother, I have changed the sheets. What would you have me do next?”




  Feyar’s chest swelled with pride as his sister, Merulan, emerged from the dim interior of the house. She had grown to be a beautiful young woman, tall and willowy, with clear green eyes and creamy skin. Feyar could still see in his head the precocious child who’d followed him everywhere, who’d laughed until she’d cried when he tickled her mercilessly, who’d clung to him when they’d dragged him from the house on his seventeenth birthday.




  His mother straightened and then put her hand to the small of her back, grimacing. Feyar’s throat seized up. His mother was aging. He knew he was torturing himself, coming here every day to catch a glimpse of his former home, but he couldn’t help it. He could not cut the ties. He longed for those dreams of living there still, doing things around the house for his mother, watching his sister grow to womanhood. Dreams where he was surrounded by love.




  For the next hour, Feyar remained hidden, trying to fix every detail into his brain so he could think back on them during the day. He heard his sister’s laughter from inside the house. He watched for any glimpse of his mother. There were the odd moments when she looked in his direction, and he shrank back farther into the shadows, lest she see him. She stared toward him, and Feyar’s heart pounded until she looked away. She couldn’t see him. He was not there. He was not a person.




  He was Seruan.




  The sun rose higher in the sky, and he knew it was time to leave. He bade a silent farewell to his family and waited until they were out of sight before venturing from his shadowy hiding place. He walked slowly, eyes downcast, his thoughts on the house in the quiet street. He was barely aware of the murmurs from those he passed; by now he’d grown accustomed to them. Now all he longed for was the night and the comfort of Tanish’s arms, where he could leave his pain behind him, for a while at least.




  A scream rent the air. Feyar jerked his head up, and an icy hand squeezed his heart when the full force of what he was witnessing hit home. In front of him were the guards from the palace Seruanal, one of their number with his hands tight around a young woman’s upper arms. Another two guards held back what were obviously the girl’s parents.




  The mother’s eyes were wild as she clutched at the air between her and her daughter. “Please, no,” she begged the guard who held her child. “There has been a mistake. She is not destined for the Seruanal.” The tremor in her voice almost brought Feyar to tears. Her husband tried to restrain his wife, his eyes full of pain, but he said nothing. Feyar saw the resignation etched across his face.




  The guard who held their daughter stared back at them, his face like stone. “She has been chosen. You know the law.”




  The girl’s eyes were wide, mouth open in silent protest, as she was pulled toward the guards’ horses, their harnesses held by a fourth guard, who helped her onto the back of a white stallion. Her captor climbed up behind her and held her tightly around the waist. She tried to twist around for one last look at her weeping mother, but he blocked her view.




  “Better not,” he told her quietly. Feyar stared in surprise as he caught the guard’s words.




  She pressed her lips together, and her chin trembled.




  The guard brought his lips to her ear, but Feyar heard his low voice. “Make a clean break, girl. Forget them, as they must forget you.” He swallowed. “I know whereof I speak, child. My… my sister is Seruan.” Her eyes grew wider still, and he nodded. “So put them behind you. It is for the best.”




  The girl’s eyes glistened with tears, but she nodded, lifting her chin high.




  The guard gave her a proud look and then nodded to his fellow guards. They climbed onto their horses and followed him away from the scene.




  Feyar lingered, unable to tear his gaze away from the weeping parents who watched their child’s departure, anguish written across their faces.




  It was too much. Feeling drained of all energy, Feyar walked back to the palace with a heavy heart. He barely acknowledged the guards who admitted him through the gate in silence. Sunlight fell in solid, brilliant shafts where it pierced between the stone colonnades of the corridor leading to the Seruanal, warming the cool flags beneath his sandaled feet. He reached the heavy door and pushed it open. Once inside, he took a long, shuddering breath, eyes tightly closed as if to shut out the memory of what he had seen.




  “Is all well, Feyar? Did you see them?”




  He looked up and into the eyes of Tehar, a kindly woman in her late thirties. She regarded him with concern. He removed his cashor and smiled at her in reassurance. “They are well, thank you. Though my mother seems to age each time I see her.”




  Tehar tilted her head. “Something has upset you, my friend.” She rose from her seat and crossed the stone floor to the barred window. The table next to it was laid out with fruit and jugs of water. She poured a glass and brought it to him. “Here. Drink this.”




  He took it gratefully and sipped, relishing its refreshing coolness as it slid down his throat.




  Tehar sat on the wooden chair, a wide strip of leather stretched between the arms that curved and molded to the body. She gestured to the empty one next to her. “Erasan leaves today,” she said, head bowed, sadness rolling off her with every breath.




  Feyar’s heart went out to Tehar, who had been his friend for many years. She and Erasan had been close. They had both taken care of him when he’d arrived all those years ago, scared and trembling. They were the ones who had comforted him those first nights away from his family. It had been Tehar and Erasan who had instructed Feyar, then a shy boy, in the art of pleasing a woman.




  Not that I have had need of such skills once Tanish claimed me, heart, body, and soul. There had been no one else in all those years.




  Feyar groaned as he sat in the chair. “That explains what I saw.” Quickly he told her of the girl in the city, claimed by the guards. “She must be Erasan’s replacement.” He scowled. “Who decides when we are no longer fit for purpose? Is it the king? His advisers? The council of lords of the Great Houses? And upon what criteria do they base their decision?”




  Tehar huffed in resignation. “As if they would tell us.” Her brow knitted. “But if Erasan is to leave, my departure cannot be far behind.” She bit her lip. “Perhaps we might dwell together, when I leave also.”




  Feyar arched his eyebrows. “And where will the two of you live? In a little house, with a garden? Kindly neighbors helping you when you need them?” He laughed bitterly. “You make it sound like such a pleasant prospect, whereas we both know the reality. They will make sure you end up living where you cannot offend the eyes of those around you. Perhaps in some remote corner of the kingdom that is neither picturesque nor sought after, where you can live out the remainder of your days surviving on what little money you can make—if you can scrape out a living.”




  Tehar’s eyes were wet with tears. “Please, do not speak thus.”




  And just like that, Feyar was ashamed of his outburst. He dropped his glass onto the floor, lurched out of his chair, and fell at her feet. He laid his head on her lap. “Forgive me. That was cruel.”




  A soft hand stroked his hair. “Oh, Feyar, there is so much anger in you. I hope you are careful to hide it when you share the prince’s bed. His Highness must not learn of your hostility. There is no way of knowing how he would react.”




  Feyar hid his face in her soft robe, lest she see his expression. Little did Tehar—or any of the palace Seruani—know that Prince Tanish held the same views. Feyar could recall many a night when Tanish had lain in his arms, the two of them talking in whispers of Teruna’s laws and customs. Despite his status, Tanish had no knowledge of how such laws had come into existence.




  “Feyar, may I ask you something?”




  The tentative note in Tehar’s voice made him raise his chin to peer at her. “Ask.”




  She flushed. “You must know I would never betray your confidence.”




  Feyar trusted Tehar, but only to a point. Some secrets had to remain just that—secrets. To do otherwise might court disaster. “Go on.”




  “You have been the prince’s only Seruan for seven years now. How have you managed to keep from becoming too close to him? Surely it cannot be easy, sharing his bed each night. You must know him so well.”




  Feyar caught his breath. “Why do you ask this of me?”




  Heat bloomed on her cheeks, and she lowered her gaze. “I speak from experience. I came to serve here when His Highness was but four years old. It had been said that the king was still grieving for his dead queen, that he had no need of us in the Seruanal. But one night….” Her words trailed off, and she looked toward the window.




  Feyar sat up straight, his attention fixed on Tehar. “Tell me.” He laid his hand on her robed knee and patted it. “I can keep a secret.”




  Tehar gazed down at him and smiled as she cupped his cheek. “I believe you.” She drew in a deep breath. “One night I was summoned to the king’s bedchamber. He bade me share his bed. He did not take me but simply held me in his arms.” A faraway look came into her eyes. “I was seventeen, and the King of Teruna held me all night long, weeping into my hair.” She swallowed. “For forty nights it was so. He would not talk, but it was clear he gained some comfort from my presence. And I….” She closed her eyes. “I fell in love with him.”




  Feyar became still. “Oh, Tehar.” In that instant he felt her pain. To be in love with a member of the royal household, never able to share that with another living soul….




  She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Be assured, I did not let him see the depth of my feelings for him. But something must have worked its way into his consciousness, for at the end of the fortieth night, he did not send for me. At first I thought him ill. But as one night became two, two became four, four became ten, it was clear that I was not to share his bed again.”




  “You have never spoken of this,” Feyar mused.




  Tehar sighed. “How could I speak of that which should never be spoken? Maybe the king felt more for me than he should have done. Maybe he sensed my feelings toward him. All I know is that I was lucky to share his bed even for such a short time, and luckier still that my heart did not betray me. For if that had been the case, I would not be here now.”




  Feyar knew she spoke the truth. “So you ask me how I keep myself from falling in love with the prince?”




  She nodded. “I would not like to see you hurt, physically or emotionally.”




  Feyar patted her leg. “Have no fear. I know what I am. I am not about to lose my heart to His Highness.”




  No, he had already done that, barely a month after giving himself to Tanish for the first time.




  Relief flooded Tehar’s face. “Then you are a stronger person than I,” she acknowledged.




  They sat in silence, the only sounds the occasional burst of chatter from within the Seruanal, where the rest of the Seruani—about six or seven—dwelt. Tehar continued to stroke his hair with a gentle hand. “Be at peace, Feyar,” she whispered. “And have no fear. Surely as the prince’s favorite Seruan, the future must be brighter for you.”




  Feyar couldn’t think of a future without Tanish. His stomach clenched and his skin went cold when he contemplated the inevitable. Each night he spent in Tanish’s bed was heaven.




  But a heaven that wouldn’t last forever.




   




   




  “MY MOTHER looked tired, my corishan.”




  Tanish stroked Feyar’s brow. Feyar was in torment, and seeing him like that caused Tanish physical pain. It was strange that when Feyar suffered, so did he. Tanish’s heart ached for him. He wrapped his arm around Feyar’s waist and snuggled up to his broad back, pressing his cheek against the soft skin. Feyar clasped Tanish’s hand in his and laced their fingers.




  “Peace, my terushan,” Tanish whispered. “If it helps, then talk to me. Share your pain.”




  Feyar pushed back against him. “I have not been able to force her image from my mind all day. All I longed for was the sweet oblivion of your arms, where I could be myself and let out everything I had pushed below the surface, away from prying eyes.”




  “I understand.” He spoke the truth. Tanish went through the same torment each day, fearful someone would see past the mask of indifference he wore whenever Feyar was near and others were present.




  “And then to see that young girl, selected by whatever lottery exists that decides who should be Seruan and who should not.” Feyar sighed. “Her poor parents. I wept in my heart with them.”




  Tanish brought his lips to Feyar’s ear. “That is because you are a good man. Many others would have watched the same scene and felt no emotion. In their minds the girl was no longer a person.” He kissed the delicate shell of flesh and noted Feyar’s shiver. Tanish smiled to himself. He knew how he would end their day. It would solve no problems, but a good orgasm would help Feyar drift off to sleep more easily. Him too, for that matter.




  But his conversation with his father lay heavy on his heart.




  “There is something I must share with you, my corishan.”




  Something in his voice must have betrayed his emotion. Feyar rolled in his arms to face him, creating a space between them. “Speak.” Feyar’s tone was even.




  Tanish told him of his father’s desire to find a consort and the imminent royal visit. When he spoke of King Beron’s daughter, Feyar froze.




  “He means to marry you off.” The words came out as a whisper.




  Tanish couldn’t reply. To his dismay Feyar moved farther away from him, the distance between them a cold, barren space.




  “And when he does, that will be the end of us, yes?” Feyar’s eyes burned with pain. “I cannot see your royal princess liking the idea of her new husband fucking a Seruan.”




  Tanish flinched at the brutal choice of word. He grasped Feyar’s arms and pulled him back across the chasm between them. “You and I do not fuck.” He bit out the words. “That is what base animals do. They know no better. When we join our bodies, we make love. I seek to join myself to the man I love. When you are deep inside me, or I in you, we are so close that sometimes I feel as though our souls touch.” Tanish spoke from the heart.




  Feyar closed his eyes and expelled his breath harshly. “Forgive me. For the second time today, I have chosen my words unwisely.” He cupped Tanish’s cheek, leaned in, and kissed him on the mouth, his touch light and tender. When he made to move away, Tanish deepened the kiss and demanded entry with his tongue, Feyar’s mouth swallowing his soft moan of pleasure. Feyar rolled Tanish on top of him and buried his hands in Tanish’s hair as he kissed his face, lips brushing over his cheeks and chin, rough with stubble.




  Feyar broke the kiss and stared up at Tanish with half-lidded eyes. “Make love to me, my terushan. Take me to that place where all I know is you—your body, your kiss, you inside me.”




  Tanish rolled his hips slowly, letting Feyar feel the full weight of his arousal against Feyar’s shaft. “Willingly.”




  It was to be hours before he found sleep, but Tanish made sure both of them met its welcome embrace with sated bodies. He curled up around Feyar and pressed his hand against Feyar’s chest, comforted by the reassuring rhythm of his heart.




  My heart beats in time with yours, my corishan, he told Feyar silently.




  Feyar lay in his arms, his breathing regular, his body warm from its exertions, his mind hopefully at peace.




  Chapter 3
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  THE ROYAL audience room buzzed as members of the Great Houses of Teruna gathered, resplendent in their finest apparel. Outside in the courtyard and the streets beyond the palace, the people waited, pressed against each other, their faces turned upward toward the balcony where the king would appear and address them.




  Tanish had never seen so many of Teruna’s inhabitants gathered together to hear his father’s words. He stood on the balcony and gazed down at them, enjoying the rich colors of their robes, so bright against the stark white Terunan stone.




  “They fear the worst, Your Highness. That is why they gather here in such numbers.”




  Tanish turned to face Malin, his face wrinkled and worn, his dark green robe almost hidden by the black cloak covering him. “What do they fear?” he demanded.




  Malin frowned. “The streets are alive with rumors that Kandor means to march on Teruna once more. That is why the people gather. They are awaiting your father’s announcement that Teruna goes to war.” He scowled. “And some of them would actually welcome such a proclamation.”




  Tanish felt a chill slide down his spine. “Why would any man wish to go to war?”




  Malin chuckled. “Oh, Your Highness, forgive me, but you speak with such maturity sometimes that I forget how young you are.” He nodded down toward the waiting throng. “There are those among us who do not like peace, who ache for the thrill and excitement of war.” He shook his head. “They forget that war brings destruction, pain, and death in its wake. Maybe not all in one fell blow either. The havoc of war lingers on.”




  With a flash of insight, Tanish knew the source of Malin’s words. “You speak of my father.”




  Malin regarded him with approval. “Your instincts serve you well, Tanish.” He opened his eyes wide and then bowed his head. “Forgive me. I should not have addressed you in such a familiar manner.”




  Tanish smiled and patted Malin’s arm. “If there is anyone who has the right to call me by my given name, it is you, Malin. My father trusts you in all things, and I know that one day I too will rely on your unfailing loyalty and support.” His heart clenched at the thought.




  A flash of pain scrolled across Malin’s face and was gone. “And when that day comes, know that I will be there for you.” He let out a wry chuckle. “If I live that long.”




  Tanish faced him fully and lowered his voice. “Speak to me of my father. Do not spare me, I beg you.”




  Malin regarded him steadily for a moment. Then he nodded. “His Majesty grows weak, Tanish. There are no more healers to work their magic. I have no way of knowing how many days are left to him, but I am thinking that they number less than a hundred.”




  Cold flushed through Tanish. “Surely… surely not.” Even as he uttered the words, he knew in his heart Malin spoke the truth. Tanish had watched his father’s steady deterioration with growing dismay.




  Malin didn’t take his eyes off Tanish. “And when the day comes, all those dwelling in Teruna will weep for their loss.”




  “I know it.” As much as he did not wish to think on his father’s death, he knew how dearly the king was loved by his subjects. Teruna would be awash with tears.




  “And what your father announces today is to be the beginning of his legacy,” Malin said quietly. “He does what he can now to secure peace for our future. A truly great man.” His old eyes shone with unshed tears.




  “Pray silence for His Majesty, King Feolin of Teruna.”




  Tanish jumped slightly at the announcement. Below, the buzz of chatter quieted.




  Malin gave him a brief bow. “My place is at your father’s side.” He turned and walked slowly toward the dais, where a chair awaited him, set back behind the royal throne.




  Tanish moved away from the window to stand in front of the throne. He knelt, as did all those present. Tanish flicked a glance to his left to the trellis that hid the Seruani from view. They had gathered to hear their king’s proclamation, unseen by those present.




  Feyar is there. He knew without a doubt, though how that knowledge came to him was unclear. He simply felt it, as surely as if Tanish had seen him with his own eyes. The thought was both a comfort and a sorrow to him. But how do I know this? Feyar’s presence was a tangible force, a bright point of light that pierced through Tanish’s perception.




  What would I give to have him by my side at this moment, as a declaration of our love for each other?




  Tanish bowed his head as a wave of sadness rolled over him. It could not be so.




  The chamber fell silent, and all those assembled stood as the king entered, making his way through those gathered, his staff in his hand. Tanish raised his head to watch his father’s slow progress, his steps careful and measured. When at last the king was seated upon the throne, the people took their seats and gazed expectantly at the younger man who appeared at his side, dressed in the blue robe of a scribe. He unfurled the parchment in his hand and went to stand by the window, where all below would hear him. His voice rang out, loud and clear.




  “His Majesty, King Feolin, declares that in seven days’ time, there shall be a national holiday, in honor of the arrival of King Beron and Queen Vasha of Vancor. His Majesty wishes his people to extend a hand of friendship to the royal visitors throughout their stay, to welcome them with open arms, and to show them every kindness and courtesy.” The scribe rolled up his scroll and then bowed low to the king.




  The air was suddenly alive with the rumble of voices as those assembled within the chamber and outside began to discuss the visit excitedly. Tanish glanced at his father, who watched the proceedings thoughtfully before beckoning Tanish to him. Tanish approached the throne and sat on a stool at his father’s feet, and those closest to them withdrew to a respectful distance.




  Tanish noted the lines across his father’s brow, his pallor. Tanish bowed his head before speaking. “So they are coming.”




  His father nodded. “Their envoy arrived this morning. King Beron informs me that they will be accompanied by their offspring, Sorran.”




  Tanish frowned. “Is that how the message was worded? Offspring?” The king nodded. “Sorran,” Tanish mused. “I have never heard that name before.”




  “Nor I,” added his father. “King Beron is eager to forge an alliance between Vancor and Teruna. I shall be spending a great deal of time with him as we seek to work out how we might bring this to pass. Your task shall be to occupy their daughter.” He peered intently at Tanish. “I expect you to be attentive and to bear in mind at all times that this girl may one day be your bride.”




  Tanish stared at him in dismay. “Then you have made up your mind, Your Majesty.” His heart sank.




  King Feolin gave an almost imperceptible glance toward the trellis where Tanish knew his lover still stood, hidden from view. “And when you are married, your queen by your side, that will be an end to it,” the king continued.




  Tanish caught his breath as his father’s words sank in.




  I am to lose Feyar, the man I love. He bids me put aside my lover as though he were a garment that has outlived its purpose.
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