
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Bond of Truth

 

By K.C. Wells

 

Sequel to A Bond of Three

 

It is twenty years since the Bond of Three returned to Teruna. The kingdom of Kandor, once Teruna’s enemy, seeks help and sends its finest warrior, Dainon, on a diplomatic mission. A solitary man since his wife and child died, Dainon is unable to explain why an encounter with a young man on a beach rocks his world to its core.

Prince Arrio of Teruna has always been attracted to men but has never acted on it—until he meets Dainon. Headstrong Arrio goes after what he wants, despite his fathers’ advice. But when Prince Kei arrives unexpectedly, Arrio finds himself drawn to both men. Is history repeating itself?

Prince Kei has his first taste of freedom and is shocked when the visions that have plagued him since childhood become reality. The three men embark on a voyage of discovery. No one has foreseen the day, however, when the arrival of a stranger threatens to destroy their bond.
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Chapter One

 

 

DAINON PACED up and down the stone-flagged hallway that led to the royal chamber, his mind in turmoil. When the king’s messenger had arrived at the barracks, demanding his presence immediately, Dainon had been at a loss. He’d wondered briefly if it was a mistake before leaving his chores and hastening to the palace.

Why should the King wish to see me? Dainon was no one special, merely a warrior in the Kandoran army. Waiting in the quiet hallway only served to exacerbate his nerves.

Behind him, the vast, aged, wooden door to the royal chamber creaked open. “His Majesty will see you now, Dainon.”

He gave a brief nod to Sefarr, chief adviser to the king, and strode into the chamber, his gait firm, back straight, chin lifted high, his momentary knots of unease pushed aside, replaced by the demands of duty. The doors creaked shut behind him.

King Rohar stood by the window at the end of the long throne room, gazing out, his brow furrowed. He turned his head briefly at Dainon’s approach and gave him a single nod of recognition before gesturing to a chair placed before the throne.

For a moment Dainon faltered. Since when does a warrior sit in the presence of the king?

Then he noticed they were the only two in the room. No advisers, no warriors. Dainon’s unease returned, his stomach churning. He fought back his shiver at the unusual nature of the meeting.

The king apparently caught his apprehension. He turned to regard Dainon, his young face prematurely lined, his formerly bright eyes dulled. “Yes, Dainon, sit. I would speak with you.”

Dainon did as instructed, his back still straight.

The king walked slowly across to the throne and sat, his movements heavy with weariness. He pulled his robes around him and clasped his hands in his lap before meeting Dainon’s gaze. “Doubtless you are wondering why I sent for you.”

“Yes, Sire.” Dainon had served as a warrior since his eighteenth year, but he had no status within the army, save for acting as a trainer for the new recruits.

King Rohar’s deep blue eyes did not break contact with his. “I need your help,” he said simply.

Dainon pushed out his chest and lifted his chin higher. “Tell me what you require, Your Majesty.” His voice came out strong.

The king regarded him in silence before nodding. “Yes, you are the one for this mission.” It was almost as if he was saying the words aloud to convince himself.

Dainon’s mind seized on the one word that carried such import: mission. “What would you have me do, Sire?” Why would he choose me?

“You have dwelt in Kandor all your life. You have lived, as I have, through the darkest point in its history, so I will speak plainly. It would not surprise you if I were to say the kingdom is in dire straits.”

The king’s utterance was no surprise at all. The epidemic that had laid waste to a third of Kandor’s inhabitants had left the kingdom struggling, even sixteen years later. Dainon’s chest tightened as grief stabbed at his heart with its habitual barbs, but he breathed deeply and focused on his king.

“A sad but accurate statement, Sire.”

The king nodded slowly. “Since I became King, it has been my desire to see Kandor thrive once more. With this purpose in mind, I wish you to go to Teruna.”

Dainon stiffened at the unexpected request. “Teruna, Sire?” That kingdom lay three days’ travel to the east of Kandor, and the two lands had once been in conflict. Dainon had never seen Teruna, but like many Kandorans, he had heard the tales brought by those who had.

King Rohar’s gaze grew more intent. “Surely you have heard the rumors? The stories that abound of how Teruna is flourishing, its Seruani emerging in great numbers and with more powers and gifts than ever before?”

“I have heard the tales, yes.” Everyone had. It seemed each day brought more news of the neighboring kingdom, though how much was fact was unknown. Dainon had wondered on several occasions whether the tall stories were apocryphal.

“This, then, is your mission. You are to travel to Teruna and learn the truth. If all we hear is true, then perhaps our neighbors might be in a position to grant us aid.”

“Your Majesty….” Dainon hesitated, unsure of how to phrase his question in such a way so as not to overstep the mark.

The king smiled, his expression lightening. “Speak, Dainon. I chose you because of all my warriors, I trust you. I have watched you, how you act with integrity and honor. The captain of the royal guard speaks highly of you. He says your instincts are good.” He paused, his expression growing more serious. “I have need of those instincts, so feel free to say what is on your heart.”

“Sire, why not visit King Tanish? Surely you would be able to judge for yourself.” It seemed strange to send a warrior. Surely so important a mission calls for a diplomatic visit.

King Rohar pushed out a heavy sigh. “There is too much history between our two kingdoms. Let us not forget my uncle would have forged ahead with his plans to overthrow Teruna had he not been taken from us in the first wave of the plague. And it may be that the Terunans cannot help us. Given all that I have said, I admit it may be unrealistic to assume they would even countenance such a thing. Therefore, I need you to go there ahead of me.”

“Am I to be a spy, then?” The thought did not sit well with Dainon, and his unease must have been palpable.

King Rohar shook his head, his expression grave. “No, nothing so clandestine. Visit the kingdom, find out what you can, but do not hide your origins if people should ask. They do not need to know that I have sent you, however. When you return to me with your report, I shall decide what steps need to be taken, if any.”

“If half of what we hear is true, surely Teruna will help Kandor. They are a peaceable people by all accounts.” Dainon had heard nothing to make him think Teruna would react aggressively. King Tanish was close to his own age, if what he’d heard was true, and it was said that he was a wise ruler.

There were other stories shared about Teruna’s king, however, that were far more… fantastical.

King Rohar’s deep voice pulled Dainon from his recollections.

“They are also a people whose former ruler once led them into battle when Kandor threatened them in the past. They may be peaceful now, but I doubt old hostilities could have been forgiven and forgotten so soon.” The king pierced Dainon with a direct glance. “Do you accept this mission?”

Dainon rose to his feet and stood at attention. “I do, Your Majesty. I will serve you faithfully in all things.” He knelt on the cold stone, his head bowed, pride swelling within him that the king should have chosen him. “When would you have me leave, Sire? And how long must I spend in Teruna?”

“You shall leave immediately,” the king informed him. “As for how long, I leave that in your capable hands. When you judge that you have enough information to help inform my decision, then you may return.” King Rohar rose from his throne and crossed the floor to lay his hand on Dainon’s head. “I send you out with my blessing. Learn all you can and then return to us, my faithful warrior. Return to your home.”

Dainon swallowed, his throat tight. He had lost his home sixteen years ago.

When the king stepped back, Dainon rose to his feet and dipped his chin toward his chest. “Your Majesty.” He left the chamber, head still held high. When the doors closed behind him once more, he relaxed. He walked along the hallway, nodding in passing to the royal warriors who guarded the palace. Not that Kandor had need of such a thing. Those days were past, the army merely a tradition to be upheld and maintained. Kandor had nothing to fear from invaders.

It had already lost its most precious possessions.

He walked over to the balcony that overlooked the city, his mind not seeing the day-to-day bustle of Kandor’s inhabitants going about their lives. Instead he saw the funeral processions of years ago, so many of them, winding their way in silence toward the hills where Kandor interned its dead. Sixteen years had passed, and yet Dainon remembered with startling, painful clarity that day when he’d followed the slow progress of the carriage that had borne his Tarisa, his beautiful Merron, to their final resting place.

Will the ache ever truly fade?

Dainon thought not. How could one ever get over the loss of a soul mate?

 

 

HIS SADDLE bags were packed, his sword in its sheath, and his supplies for the journey laid across his mare Tarrea’s broad back. Dainon had no way of knowing how long he would be away from Kandor, but years of training had enabled him to pack the essentials. The skills he had acquired as a new recruit, however, were fast becoming a thing of the past. There remained but a few warriors who had survived the plague. Dainon knew all too well how they were regarded by the younger members of the Kandoran army, who had never known battle and were dismissive of Dainon’s rigorous training methods.

He was not deaf to their grumblings. Their duties consisted of guarding the royal palace, maintaining order within the city walls, and patrolling Kandor’s borders. Since no threat to the kingdom’s safety existed, and skirmishes were virtually nonexistent, nothing taxed their skills or provided them with the excitement they’d craved upon choosing a life in the military. Certainly nothing like the life Dainon had known when he’d become a young warrior. He could recall being in his early twenties, the air alive with the anticipation of war when King Ceros had taken the throne, determined to vanquish any and all who stood in his way.

Dainon pushed away his memories. Such reflection could wait.

He had a mission.

“Ready to begin an adventure, girl?” he murmured, stroking Tarrea’s mane. She whinnied and pressed her nose against his chest. Tarrea had been his quiet joy since the days when he’d broken her in. Dainon made sure she was treated with the utmost care, ridden lightly and only by him. Not that she was a girl anymore.

He stroked down her neck, his touch gentle. “You’re getting to be an old lady, aren’t you?” He knew the span of a horse’s life. Tarrea would not be his for much longer, and the thought made his heart quake. She had been in the army as long as he had. There was always a tightening around his heart when he remembered Tarisa bringing their little boy to the barracks’ stables. Merron had been three the first time he’d laid a tentative hand on Tarrea’s flanks, and she had been so gentle and still around him.

Dainon fought the painful memory, pushing it down hard. The years might have passed since he’d lost his beautiful Merron, but time had not diminished the ability of that memory to pierce him with its sharpness. Besides, he knew the memories would return to haunt his thoughts in the middle of the night when he’d awaken alone in his bed.

Nights were always the worst.

He stroked Tarrea’s warm nose and gazed into liquid brown eyes. “Time to go, my beauty.”

In the early morning light and with no fanfare, Dainon left the barracks that had been his home since Tarisa and Merron were taken from him. He had not lived in the years that had passed since then, merely existed. Nothing had filled the hole left by Tarisa’s death; he had never once imagined that something could. When the epidemic had passed, there had been those who suggested it was his duty to take a new wife while he was still in his late twenties, to aid Kandor in its efforts to repopulate. He had chosen not to do so, however, preferring instead to bury himself in his military obligations. As a member of the old guard, Dainon had taken it upon himself to train the new recruits, but the heart of the army had died along with the thousands of Kandorans claimed by the fever.

Dainon kept the pace steady, determined not to tire Tarrea beyond what he felt she could endure. By the end of the afternoon, he had left the city behind him and was riding toward the mountains. The day was a perfect blend of warm temperature, subtle breezes, the call of birds high in the sky above him, and a clear path to follow. When he came closer to the mountain pass through which he had to travel to reach the farthest borders of Kandor, he stopped for the night. After ensuring Tarrea was comfortable, he threw a blanket on the ground and lay on his back, gazing up into the starry heavens. Beside him a small fire crackled, its noise a welcome, almost cozy intrusion.

His mission intrigued him. The stories concerning Teruna had begun to circulate a few years before the plague had struck. Tall tales that spoke of magical, mystical happenings that could not possibly be true. But as the years had passed, more tales found their way to Kandor. Dainon was proud to have been chosen, but the opportunity to finally learn the truth was an even greater incentive. A far more subtle one was the chance to break free of the cycle in which he found himself ensnared. His grief was always present, a thick cloak through which little penetrated, but for the first time since their deaths, Dainon ached to feel the warmth of the sun on his skin, to bare his body to the elements.

Can it be that I am ready to cast off grief? His memories of Tarisa and Merron were both comforting and torturous. He clung to them, his greatest fear that in putting them aside, he would somehow lose his precious recollections, that their faces would grow dim in his head. I cannot lose her. She was my life, my soul. There will never be another like her.

He closed his eyes to the brilliance above his head and sank into a dreamless sleep.

Morning brought peace, albeit accompanied by a stiffness in his limbs. Dainon fed Tarrea and ate some of the fruit he’d brought. Once they were back on the path, the mountain range rose up before him, gray and forbidding, its peaks topped with snow, glowing pink in the light of the rising sun. The pass was wide enough for a carriage to travel through easily. It was a route Dainon knew well, having spent many a tour of duty patrolling between the city and the border. He trotted through the familiar pass, its dark granite walls climbing steeply, the air cool where little sunlight penetrated. When he emerged into the warmth once more, the full rays of the sun falling over the land before him, Dainon’s heart quaked. For the first time in his life, he was about to leave the only place he’d ever known, the land where he’d been born. He was bound for a kingdom where, if the tales were to be believed, magic existed.

Once upon a time, Dainon had believed in magic. Had he not felt that buzz of… something when he’d first touched Tarisa’s hand? Some innate sense that had told him she was the missing piece of his life, the other half of his soul? But losing her had robbed him of his beliefs.

He was forty-four. He was too old to believe in magic.

 

 

DAINON’S PROGRESS was slow, but he was in no hurry. He traveled by day, pausing to rest and eat, and at night he slept on the ground, a small fire burning beside him, a rough blanket beneath him, and the stars sprinkled across the black night sky, too numerous to count. When he reached a river, he bathed in its cold waters and refilled his water bags. Five days of travel past Kandor’s boundaries brought Dainon to the sea, and the ocean took his breath away.

He’d come over the crest of a hill and there it was before him, spread out as far as the eye could see. The size of it, the vast expanse of sky across the horizon, the way its hue was reflected in the rolling waves, an ever-changing, constantly moving carpet of color and light…. Dainon had read of such things, but his first encounter with the sea left him in awe. The lakes where men fished in Kandor were tiny in comparison, and although Dainon had learned to swim in their waters, he yearned to dive beneath these huge, tumbling waves and feel them lift him up, support him. He wanted to sink below the surface and discover the mysteries hidden in its depths.

Dainon leaned over and patted Tarrea’s neck. “Shall we ride along the shore, girl? Kick up some sand?” She had earned a rest, as they’d been traveling since daybreak at a steady pace. He descended the hillside at a slow trot and followed the crooked path down through a rocky outcrop to the beach, its outer edges mainly shingle but giving way to white sand where the waves crashed in, all froth and lace. They trotted along the shoreline, the sound of the incoming tide loud after the quiet of his journey.

What brought him to a halt was the view of a saddled black horse tethered to a rock roughly half Dainon’s height. Five days without a single person crossing his path and his ears yearned for another’s voice, but there was no one in sight. Dainon scanned the beach, searching for some sign. He came to a stop and climbed down from Tarrea’s back before reaching for the food bag to hang over her ears. “Have a rest, girl.” He tethered her reins securely around another craggy boulder and left her to eat.

Dainon walked over the soft sand that firmed where the tide had washed over it. The air was salty and fresh, coming off the sea in cool wafts that made his skin tingle and revived his senses. He longed to take off his sandals and dip his hot feet into the cool water. Then he remembered that time was his own. He could do whatever he wanted.

He perched on a rock and removed the heavy leather sandals, dropping them to the ground. The breeze over his heated flesh was very pleasant. Dainon stood on the cool, damp sand and let out a sigh of contentment.

“It feels good, does it not?”

He jerked up his head and stared at the figure emerging from the waves. The young man was tall and lean, with bronze skin and toned muscles. He was perhaps in his early twenties, with light brown hair and blue eyes, the hint of a scruffy beard along his jaw, and the merest hint of hair on his chest. Water dripped off him, what remained beading on his glowing tanned skin.

Dainon caught his breath, shaken by his body’s reaction to the nude figure. Dainon had grown up in the company of warriors and was accustomed to nudity, but for some reason, the sight of all that toned olive flesh disconcerted him. The young man’s torso rippled with muscle, with a clearly defined vee where it dipped to his groin. His hips were slim, leading to toned thighs, and his penis, long even when flaccid, was the same warm color as his skin. It spoke of time spent nude in the sun, and the thought sent a shiver sliding down Dainon’s spine, though he had no idea why. He brushed aside his unaccustomed discomfort and rose. “After a long journey, it feels wonderful.”

The young man came to a halt before him, apparently unperturbed about being naked in his presence. “Have you traveled far?” he asked in a clear, rich voice.

“About five days on horseback,” Dainon replied.

The young man’s eyes lit up. “Where have you journeyed from?”

Mindful of his king’s instructions, Dainon replied truthfully. “From Kandor.”

Cool blue eyes regarded him with interest, but then the stranger tilted his head. “You appear weary. May I offer you some hospitality? My home is not far from here, and I can promise you plentiful food and a comfortable bed for the night.” Before Dainon could reply, he plowed on. “Please, do not refuse me. It would be no trouble, and I have been brought up to show kindness to strangers. Indeed, if my fathers knew I had not made such an offer, they would be ashamed of me.”

Fathers?

Perhaps Dainon was more tired than he had realized. And he couldn’t deny the idea of sleeping in a bed was extremely appealing. It had been many years since he’d spent more than one night on the hard ground, and he yearned for the softness of a mattress.

“Your offer is a welcome one,” he admitted, “and I would be a fool to turn you down.”

The young man’s face lit up, his eyes bright. “Excellent! Then perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Arrio, and I dwell in the city of Teruna. My home is only an hour or so from here. Shall we ride together?” He glanced down at his body. “Although I should probably dress first.” His mischievous smile was a delight.

Dainon extended his hand. “I am Dainon of Kandor.”

Slim, cool fingers wrapped around Dainon’s. Seconds later, the jolt that shot up his spine, lighting every nerve ending, froze him into stillness.

By all that is holy.

Dainon stared at their conjoined hands, his brain struggling to process what his body was telling him. Only once before had he experienced such a phenomenon, and in such different circumstances that he was left shaken to the core.

“What…?” He sought the words, but they remained tantalizingly out of reach.

“Is something wrong?” Arrio’s brow furrowed. “You are pale, almost as if you are on the verge of collapse.” He put his arm around Dainon and eased him into a sitting position on a nearby boulder. When he broke contact to move to his horse and grab the cream robe that lay across the stallion’s back, the sensations ceased abruptly.

Dainon found his voice. “Who… who are you?” It was on the tip of his tongue to ask what the young man was. Surely there was something… magical about him, some unearthly force that clung to him in an attempt to unseat Dainon’s reason. It would be the only explanation for what he had experienced.

I have felt such… power before. And the memory of it was as sharp as if it had been yesterday.

When I first felt the touch of my Tarisa’s hand in mine, and knew her for what she was—my soul mate.

The question appeared in the forefront of his mind before he could stop it. Then who are you, Arrio, that you should have such an effect on me?




Chapter Two

 

 

DAINON KEPT Tarrea’s pace matched to that of Arrio’s stallion as they rode through rolling hills and fields, alongside a river that wound its way through the green, its crystal-clear waters sparkling in the sunlight. The sound of water trickling over rocks, added to the bursts of birdsong from the trees that lined their route, all conspired to engender in Dainon a feeling of peace. That momentary jolt had passed, already slipping from his memory. He could not explain it, but he had no desire to repeat the experience, preferring to keep his hands to himself.

“Are we within Teruna’s borders?” he asked, having seen no patrols, nor anything that marked out the beginning of the kingdom’s boundaries.

Beside him, Arrio nodded, sitting upright on his horse. There was a grace to him that gave an impression of familiarity with his mount. “Is Kandor like this?” Arrio asked, gesturing to the landscape.

“To the south, yes,” Dainon responded, “but to the east are many mountains. Teruna’s terrain appears to be more hospitable. And we have no ocean, of course.” He sighed. “I must confess, I loved it—its size, its sheer majesty.” To speak of his home eased the disquiet in him. He could not account for the way he was feeling around Arrio. He knew nothing about him, and yet he felt comfortable in Arrio’s presence, as though they had known each other many years instead of minutes.

“What is your occupation?” Arrio asked.

It was a question Dainon had already anticipated. “I am a farmer. I have livestock that I breed for wool and meat.” He hated the fact that he had to lie to the first Kandoran he had met, but his mission required some degree of secrecy. Whether his lie would be readily accepted remained to be seen.

Arrio brought his horse to a stop and observed Dainon in silence for a moment, his eyebrows raised. “Forgive me for commenting, but your livestock must require much handling, judging by your size.” When Dainon regarded him in surprise, Arrio’s face flushed. “You are a large man, Dainon. Your physique implies your work is strenuous. I have grown up around warriors with fewer muscles than you possess.” His lips bore the faintest trace of amusement.

Dainon was unsure whether it was his poor skill at lying or simply his muscles that had betrayed him, but it was clear Arrio had not accepted his story. He was not about to make matters worse by reinforcing the lie. Instead he focused on Arrio’s words. “You are a warrior, then?” It did not seem likely, given Arrio’s youthful appearance, but Dainon had no idea at what age Terunan warriors commenced their training.

Arrio chuckled. “No, although I have trained with them. Papa insisted on it.” He sighed. “Not that he wants me to be a warrior, but he believes it is good for my physical well-being, as well as my agility.”

“Is it not your choice? If you wish to be a warrior, can you not decide for yourself?”

Arrio’s smile grew rueful. “Alas, no. My destiny is not mine to choose.”

Dainon did not want to pursue the topic for fear of appearing too inquisitive. He peered into the distance. “Where do you live?”

“In the center of the city,” Arrio said. “We are not that far now. Soon you will be able to see the white stone walls that surround it.” He shook his head. “Once, the people of Teruna were able to dwell completely within the city boundaries, but the walls can no longer contain the population.”

The irony of the situation was not lost on Dainon. “Then why not build out? Expand the city?”

Arrio sighed. “We cannot keep pace with the demand for more homes. As fast as new settlements are established, they are filled. We are having to contend not only with an increasing birth rate, but also with a lower mortality rate. Our healers are clearly too good: our people are living longer, and in better health than ever before. Teruna flourishes.”

His words confirmed some of the stories brought to Kandor by merchants, who told of Teruna’s population explosion. Dainon gazed with interest at Arrio. “You appear knowledgeable about such matters.” It had crossed his mind briefly that Arrio was an official of some kind, but he’d dismissed it almost as quickly. Arrio could not be more than twenty-two, surely too young for a person in such a responsible role.

Arrio shrugged. “It is fitting that I should be aware of all that takes place in the kingdom.” Before Dainon could question this statement, Arrio pointed ahead. “See? The city walls.” He drew himself up tall in his saddle and smiled. “Welcome to Teruna, Dainon.” He lifted his stallion’s reins and picked up the pace a little, and Dainon matched his speed.

The city was built on a hill, encircled by white walls that sparkled with quartz. The buildings that lay within the walls were constructed of the same stone. At the top of the hill, Dainon spied what had to be the royal palace. Even at this distance, the air buzzed with noise, giving an impression of vibrancy and activity.

As they approached the city, he got his first glimpse of Terunan militia when two soldiers with spears pulled open the heavy wooden gates below an arch of stone. When they caught sight of Arrio, they straightened instantly.

“Your Highness.” They stepped aside to let him pass through, their heads held high. Their gazes fell upon Dainon, and rather than the suspicion he would have faced in his own kingdom, he was merely aware of their interest.

Then the full import of their greeting struck him. Your Highness. His mind began to piece together fragments from remembered tales. Perhaps Arrio’s reference to his fathers was not an error, not a mishearing on Dainon’s part.

He brought Tarrea to a halt when they were within the walls, and faced Arrio. “Excuse my ignorance, but exactly with whom am I riding?” Around them were people of all shapes and sizes, going about their lives, but there was no mistaking their reaction when they saw Arrio. Most greeted him with a smile or a friendly nod, but all of them bowed.

Arrio smiled. “I am still Arrio. And it is not ignorance on your part. You are a stranger here.” He tilted his head to one side. “Does it matter to you that I am also Prince Arrio? Would it change how you see me?” His frank gaze was unsettling, stirring something in Dainon’s belly.

“No,” Dainon admitted truthfully. “King Tanish is your father?” Arrio nodded, and Dainon’s heartbeat raced. “I have a question. You made mention of how your fathers had brought you up. Many years ago there was a tale of how King Tanish joined himself in marriage to two men. It was true, then?”

Arrio’s smile lit up his face. “The king is my papa. Prince Sorran is my papa-turo, my teacher in all things. There is also Papi.” His smile widened. “Although to my people he is Prince Feyar, a Seruan possessed of great skill.”

“I have heard tales of the Seruani,” Dainon acknowledged. “Indeed, all Kandor hears such talk. I have long wondered how much of what the traveling merchants speak is true.”

“And what do those merchants say?” Arrio asked softly, reaching down to stroke his stallion’s mane.

Dainon took a deep breath. “They speak of a people who possess rare gifts and abilities. Those who can see into the future, see what will come to pass. Those who heal with their touch. Those who bring peace where there is conflict. People who are as one with the land, the elements.” He paused. “And they spoke of a baby, found with its dying mother. A baby who was brought up by the king and his consorts to be a prince, and heir to the throne.” He stared at Arrio. “They spoke of you?”

Arrio gave a single nod, his blue eyes focused on Dainon’s. “I am told my mother died days after they came upon me in the ruins of a temple. You and I passed the spot on our way here. Since then I have been their son.”

Dainon’s breathing quickened. If this much is true, then what of the rest of the fantastic tales? Is there truly magic within the walls of Teruna? Something deep inside him hungered to know.

Arrio laid a hand lightly on his shoulder. “So now that you know my home is the royal palace, will you still stay? You will be most welcome, Dainon.” His gaze was earnest, watchful, his posture stiff.

Dainon could not believe his fortune. His king sought information, and here he was, about to meet the ruler of Teruna. And all because he had come across Arrio on that beach, walking out of the sea, tall and regal, so beautiful.

Beautiful? It was not a word Dainon had applied to another man in his life, but for some reason, it seemed… right. There was a beauty to Arrio, evident in his face, the lines of his body, and the way he carried himself.

“If the invitation still stands, then yes, I will stay with you.”

Arrio relaxed. “Then follow me to the palace. I will make sure your mare is given the best of care, and you shall meet my fathers.”

The fact that he had thought of Tarrea’s comfort sat well with Dainon. “Thank you. She is in need of rest after her journey. And I should like to meet the king and his consorts.”

Arrio’s genuine delight in his response warmed him.

Dainon picked up the reins and guided Tarrea through the streets, following Arrio. Along the route he was conscious of the manner in which the populace greeted Arrio. It was plain the Terunans loved their prince. The people called out greetings and blessings upon him, and Arrio thanked them with a bow of his head.

The way grew steep, and Dainon looked up to the top of the city where the white stone palace stood, its walls gleaming in the sunlight. From its ramparts hung banners in bright colors, so vivid against the quartz-like stone. But what struck him most was the sheer number of people who filled the streets. So many of them. There was an atmosphere in the city unlike anything he had encountered in Kandor. Dainon observed the smiling faces around him, heard the laughter, the lively chatter, and let it all sink in. It came to him suddenly: Teruna and Kandor were as the light and the dark—one kingdom filled with a joy that no longer existed in the other.

A desire welled up from deep inside Dainon, making his heart ache. I want to see Kandor filled once more with such light. He would find out all he could for his king, but this was now his mission—to help his land heal itself.

Arrio led them up to a stone archway, their passage blocked by wooden gates that swung open as they approached. Once through, Dainon found himself in a familiar setting. The smell of horses and straw filled his nostrils. Across one wall were several stalls, with grooms bustling in and out of them, feeding, cleaning, everyone busy.

A groom approached them and bowed to Arrio, who gave him instructions to take care of Tarrea. Dainon climbed down and removed his saddle bags and sword before patting her on the back.

“She will be comfortable here,” Arrio told him. “Timur will see to that.”

Before Dainon could inquire further, a man strode across the stable grounds, dressed in a leather tunic. He greeted Arrio warmly with a brief hug. “I know where you’ve been,” he said with a grin. “I can smell the salt in your hair.” He appeared to be close to Dainon’s age, his arms and neck thick with muscle. His lack of formality with the prince surprised Dainon.

Arrio laughed. “It was too good a day to miss the chance of a swim. But I was not there alone.” He gestured toward Dainon. “We have a guest.”

Dainon couldn’t help but compare Arrio to King Ceros, the former ruler of Kandor. Dainon recalled Ceros’s manner before he’d ascended the throne. Ceros had been imperious, cold, devious—not likable traits in a ruler, and unfortunately he had worsened once he held power. Though Dainon would never have dared to say as much aloud, it had been a relief when the king had met an untimely end.

But Arrio? The prince had no airs about him, and his people appeared to love him dearly. His easygoing manner with Timur was not what Dainon had expected of a royal prince.

“Dainon, this muscled bear is Timur, the head of the royal stables,” Arrio said with a grin. “He and my papa were boys together, and he and his husband, Erinor, are as close to my fathers as any brothers could be.”

Husband. Dainon had so many questions, but this was not the time. He nodded to Timur in greeting.

“This is Dainon, a visitor from Kandor,” Arrio told Timur as he handed his reins to a stable boy.

Timur cocked his head. “That black mare yours?”

“Yes, my Tarrea.”

Timur smiled, his eyes warm. “Do not worry. We will treat her with the care she deserves.” He glanced at Arrio, his eyebrows lifted. “Sorran was looking for you earlier. Did you not tell him where you were going—again?” He grinned. “You are so like your papa.”

Arrio bit his lip. “I may have forgotten to mention that I was going for a ride after my workout with the guards.” His gaze met Dainon’s. “My fathers like to know where I am, and—”

“And he likes to sneak out of the palace,” Timur added with a chuckle. “Just like his fathers when they were his age.”

Dainon wanted to laugh at the expression on Arrio’s face. “Are you in trouble, Your Highness?” In that moment he seemed younger.

“Probably,” Arrio muttered. He gave a nod in Timur’s direction. “Greet Erinor for me?”

“I will. Now go find your fathers and put their minds at rest.” He patted Arrio on the back. “Not that you won’t do the same thing again.” Laughing, he strode toward the stalls.

Arrio glanced at Dainon. “I will take you through the garden into the palace.” He led Dainon out of the stables and through a quiet courtyard. As they passed through a doorway, Dainon caught the sound of trickling water. A fountain bubbled in the center of the garden, surrounded by flower beds and trees, from whose branches came the sound of birds chirruping away happily. A sense of peace pervaded the air.

“What a tranquil place,” Dainon murmured.

Arrio smiled. “My papa-turo loves to meditate here. And I often find my fathers sitting here in the evening.”

“May I ask a question?”

Arrio paused at another doorway and turned to face him. “Of course.”

“Do others in Teruna have marriages like that of your fathers?”

Arrio regarded him steadily. “In what sense?”

“A marriage of three, for instance. Or between two men or two women.”

Arrio smiled. “All people are free to marry whomever they love. And yes, marriage between three partners does exist, though there are not many.” He peered intently at Dainon. “Why do you ask? Is it not similar in Kandor?”

Dainon shook his head. “In recent years, marriage has had but one main purpose—procreation. To that end, relationships between two men or two women are frowned upon.”

Arrio became still. “‘Frowned upon’? Are those who engage in such relationships punished?”

Dainon sighed. He had no desire to reveal Kandor’s tragic past. “As far as the kingdom is concerned, such relationships do not exist,” he said, choosing his words carefully.

Arrio’s eyes sparkled. “Ah. Then they exist in secret.” Dainon caught his breath and Arrio nodded. “I see the truth of this in your face.”

Dainon fell silent. He knew of one fellow warrior who hid his male lover’s existence from all but a few whom he trusted. No one truly believed there would be repercussions if they were found out—there had been enough suffering in Kandor without adding to it—but no one was prepared to put their incredulity to the test.

“Are you in such a relationship?” Arrio asked him suddenly.

Dainon stared at him. “No. I… I was married once, but….” He swallowed past the lump in his throat, the words there on his tongue, bitter to the taste. “My wife was taken from me years ago.”

Arrio bowed his head. “Forgive me. I was wrong to question you in such a way. You are a guest here.”

When he lifted his chin, Dainon was astonished to see Arrio’s eyes glistening.

“And I have caused you pain.”

Dainon wanted to reassure him that the fault was not Arrio’s but his own. He had not expected to find the prince so sensitive to the emotions of others. “Your Highness, my pain is not of your making. This is an old wound, one that should have healed long ago.”

Before he could speak further, the heavy wooden door before them swung open.

Arrio led him into the cool interior. “Where is his Majesty?” he asked the young man who held the door for them.

“In the royal audience chamber, Your Highness, with Prince Sorran and Prince Feyar.”

Arrio thanked him. “Please have a room prepared for my guest.”

The young man bowed, his gaze flickering in Dainon’s direction as he straightened, before leaving them.

Arrio turned to Dainon, gesturing to a long, stone-flagged hallway. “I shall present you to my fathers immediately.”

Dainon’s heartbeat raced. He thought it unlikely that the king of Teruna would be as easygoing as his son. And the prospect of meeting a Seruan filled him with trepidation.

Will they see through me?

He followed Arrio along the hallway. As they approached the huge ancient door, Dainon summoned up his courage, mentally preparing himself for the questions that were certain to come.




Chapter Three

 

 

DAINON HARDLY took in the room. His attention was focused on the three men at the far end, the only figures present. The king was recognizable by the thin circlet of gold set on top of his head, but that was all he wore in the way of insignia. His dark blue robe was simple, but what made Dainon unable to look away was his dark brown hair, peppered with a few gray strands here and there. It rippled in long waves over his shoulders and down his back, a striking feature. He was standing by a throne, one of three that dominated the far end of the chamber, his being the largest. Warm brown eyes regarded Dainon as he approached, walking behind Arrio.

“We are accustomed to you returning from the beach with a bag full of pretty shells, interesting rocks, and maybe a fish or two.” King Tanish arched his eyebrows. “You appear to have caught something a little different this time, son.” A hint of a smile played around his lips.

The man standing beside him laughed. “I do not think Arrio possesses a line strong enough to hook such a catch.” He appeared shorter than the king, with eyes so dark, they were almost black, and black hair that curled on his forehead and over the tips of his ears. His skin tone was a warm olive, complemented by his deep cream robe.

Their banter helped to ease Dainon’s nerves a little. He came to a stop at Arrio’s side and knelt on the stone floor, head bowed. “Your Majesty, Your Highnesses.” He spoke in a low voice, his gaze trained on the space between him and the throne.

“Rise, friend,” the king said quietly. When Dainon lifted his head, King Tanish smiled. “If my son brought you here, he trusts you, and I trust Arrio’s instincts.” He glanced at the man beside him. “He has a good teacher.”

Dainon rose and stood with his hands at his sides.

“Good? My papa-turo is the best!” Arrio lurched forward and hugged the olive-skinned man, who laughed and returned his hug. It was such an unexpectedly candid moment, the loving embrace as natural as breathing. When Arrio released him, he stepped back and gestured toward Dainon. “This is Dainon, who comes to us from Kandor. I have offered him a bed for the night.” He smiled at Dainon. “Although I hope you will stay longer.”

“When you have finished acting in so impulsive a manner,” the third man murmured, “perhaps it might be an idea to introduce us?” Dainon heard an undercurrent of laughter in his voice.

Arrio flushed. “My apologies, Papi. Dainon, may I present my fathers, King Tanish, Prince Sorran, and this is Prince Feyar.”

Dainon bowed his head to each of the men. “You are to be congratulated, Sires. You have raised a wonderful young man.” His words were not mere flattery. There was something attractive about Arrio, more than his looks or his demeanor. Dainon was at a loss to understand why Arrio affected him so. Is it that Merron might have been Arrio’s age now, had he lived? It was as good an explanation as any, although Dainon did not feel paternal toward him.

“Welcome, Dainon.” The king’s voice was rich and deep. “We would be delighted to have you remain with us for as long as you feel happy to do so.”

“Your Majesty is most kind,” Dainon said with another bow.

“Then I shall go and see that all is ready for you,” Arrio said with a smile. “I am sure my fathers will take good care of you.” He patted Dainon on the arm and left the chamber.

“I need to speak with Arrio,” Prince Sorran said, “so I will leave you with my husbands.” His dark eyes focused on Dainon. “You are most welcome here.” He followed Arrio from the chamber.

Dainon’s stomach roiled. Alone with the King—and a Seruan. His skin tingled as the two men regarded him steadily. They see me. Never had Dainon felt so… naked, so vulnerable. He bowed his head to hide his burning face.

“Dainon, what is your profession?” Prince Feyar asked. His black beard was gray at his chin.

“I am a farmer, Your Highness.” His heart pounded and he fought to maintain his composure, but the silence that followed set his nerves on edge. He lifted his head to find the king regarding him with mild amusement. It was only then that it struck him.

No wonder he appears incredulous. I doubt a farmer would be so comfortable with royal protocol.

“I may not have my husband’s gifts,” King Tanish admitted, “but even I know that to be a lie. The way you carry yourself, your manner of speaking, the way you entered this chamber—all these things betray you, Dainon. Perhaps this time you will tell us the truth. I know a warrior when I see one. Have I not trained with them, ridden with them?” His smile faded and his voice grew firmer. “Unless you feel it is acceptable to reward our hospitality with falsehoods?”

By the heavens. He had not expected to be found out so quickly, and faced with the king’s calm but firm demeanor, Dainon realized he could not hide any longer. There was a compulsion to be honest with King Tanish.

“What you say is true, Your Majesty. I am a warrior in the Kandoran army.” He held his head high, meeting the king’s gaze. He glanced toward Prince Feyar, who was watching him, his blue eyes bright.

Feyar nodded, his gaze watchful. “Be at peace, Dainon. I sense no threat from you, but you hide something from us. Now is the time for honesty.”

Dainon dropped to his knees, his head bowed. “Forgive me, I meant no offense. I am simply following orders.”

“Whose orders?” the king demanded.

Dainon raised his chin to look the king in the eye. “King Rohar of Kandor.” His heart was still racing, his breathing rapid. He waited for the anger he felt sure was about to descend on him, but instead the two men merely nodded.

King Tanish walked slowly over to where Dainon knelt. He smiled at him and glanced at his husband. “There are times when I wish I had Sorran’s eyes. To be able to see what he sees….”

Prince Feyar’s expression softened. “You see enough, my corishan.” The unguarded moment brought a lump to Dainon’s throat. Feyar looked down at Dainon. “We have heard many sad tales of what has befallen Kandor these last years. Do the merchants speak truly?”

Dainon sought the words to respond, his throat tight.

The king placed his hand upon Dainon’s shoulder. “Rise, friend. You have nothing to fear here, as long as you are honest with us.” He crossed the floor to sit upon his throne, his thoughtful gaze trained on Dainon. Feyar sat at his side.

Dainon rose to his feet, his breathing under control. “What have you been told of Kandor?” It made sense that the merchants who passed through the two kingdoms would speak of what they saw. Why would I think Kandor’s suffering is unknown to them?

“That a plague had swept through the land, and many thousands had died,” Feyar said quietly.

Dainon nodded, his heart heavy. “This is true.”

Feyar regarded him keenly. “You wear your loss like a garment. I see the pain that lingers still. You have our sympathies.” He bowed his head.

“Why are you here?” the king asked, his gaze trained on Dainon.

He took a deep breath. “My mission was to learn all that I could about Teruna and then report back to my king. He seeks your help, if it is indeed possible to provide any. When the plague was at its worst, half the kingdom was infected.”

Feyar paled. “So many?”

Dainon nodded. “But not all those infected died. The plague took a third of the population, but those who survived were left with an irreversible legacy: they were sterile. So the half that had remained clear of the epidemic were the only ones capable of bearing children. Not that many were left of child-bearing age—the young were the first to die. The elderly followed them.” When Tarisa had fallen to the plague, Merron swiftly after her, Dainon had prayed to be taken also. In the days and weeks that had followed, he had wondered over and over why he should have been spared when so many of his generation were not.

“I do not see how we can help you,” the king observed, his expression grave.

“It is not simply a matter of increasing the population, Your Majesty. Kandor lost many of its most skilled artisans, those who passed their skills on to the next generations. Gone are our master builders, our craftsmen, our teachers….” Dainon let his gaze drop, the weight of Kandor’s losses heavy on his heart.

“Dainon?”

He raised his head to regard Prince Feyar. “Your Highness?” To Dainon’s surprise, Feyar’s dark eyes glistened with tears.

“Your words paint a picture of sadness, but more than that, I feel your sorrow here.” Feyar pressed a hand over his heart.

King Tanish nodded. “I feel the same. I ask that you leave this in our hands, to be discussed with our advisers and ministers.” His gaze grew more intense. “It would appear you have achieved your goal much sooner than you anticipated. I am certain you had no idea this day would bring you to us. That being the case, must you return to Kandor sooner than expected?”

The king had a point. Dainon’s covert mission was definitely in the open. “King Rohar gave no specific time frame for my return,” he replied truthfully. The notion of relaxing in the beautiful city was an alluring one. Even the light was different in Teruna, and he ached to see and learn more about the kingdom.

“Then stay with us as our guest for a while,” Feyar said. “Spend time in the city, go where you will. Put your mission from your mind—it is now in our hands.”

Dainon smiled broadly, his heart light. “Thank you. I would be delighted to accept such a generous offer.” He was suddenly aware of his aching limbs. Apparently the journey had taken more out of him than he had thought.

“Perhaps you might like to rest before we dine this evening?” Feyar suggested.

Dainon smiled. “Is my fatigue so obvious?”

King Tanish’s expression was kind. “My husband often sees what others may miss. Rest, Dainon. Bathe. Refresh your body and mind. This evening you shall dine with us.”

Dainon bowed his head in acknowledgment of the king’s words. “Then I shall take my leave of you.”

Feyar rose to his feet. “Come with me, and I shall instruct a servant to take you to your room. By now all should be ready for you.”

Dainon bowed once more to the two men and followed Feyar to the chamber door, his head in a spin. This was something I did not foresee. Good fortune seemed to be on his side, although that one moment of… strangeness had not left him entirely.

It was nothing. A consequence of my long journey, nothing more.

Even as the thought flitted through his consciousness, the image in his head was Arrio, tall, regal, and….

There was that word again. Try as he might, Dainon could not shake it loose from his mind.

Beautiful.

 

 

ARRIO CAST a final glance around the room, pleased with what he saw. The windows were open, and the cool evening breeze wafting through them brought with it the scents from the garden below. “Dainon should be comfortable here.” As the words left him, he grew aware of the silence in the room. He turned to find Sorran staring at him, his lips twisted in obvious amusement. “What is it? What amuses you?”

Sorran arched his eyebrows. “I am waiting for you to reveal what is going on in that head of yours.”

Arrio stilled. “I do not understand.” Then why does my heart beat so fast? As skilled as his papa-turo was, he could not possibly divine the cause of Arrio’s present state. Can he? Arrio had been so careful to conceal his inner turbulence—maintaining a composure he did not feel during the ride from the beach had exhausted him.

Sorran grinned. “Do not think to hide from me, my son. I know you.” He tilted his head. “So tell me: what is it about our guest that sets your pulse racing?”

By the Maker. There had been so many times as a child that Arrio had wished for a cloak capable of hiding his thoughts from one or more of his fathers. “Is there nothing I can hide?”

Sorran laughed, the sound clear and musical. “Nothing.”

Arrio let out a sigh. “I like him.”

“He seems a pleasant man. Easy to like.” Sorran’s lips were still twitching.

Arrio could not keep the groan within him. “Stop.”

Sorran’s peal of laughter rang out. He clasped Arrio to him in a brief hug. “Surely I have not embarrassed you? This cannot be Arrio, the same young man who declared candidly on his sixteenth birthday that women were of no interest to him, as only men made him hard?”

“Must you recall everything I have ever said?” Arrio’s face was hot. He was twenty-one, and yet there were times when he felt himself to be such a child.

Sorran became still. “I am sorry. I should not tease. Stirrings of desire are heady, and although you know where your tastes lie, I feel this is the first occasion when you are truly aware of your body’s reaction to another man. Do I read you correctly?”

All Arrio could do was nod. It had taken all his effort to remain calm when he had walked out of the sea and found the handsome man standing by his stallion. He could not decide what it was that made Dainon so attractive. Arrio had always admired the physique of the warriors with whom he trained, so it was no surprise that Dainon’s muscles caught his attention. Dainon’s brown eyes were kind, yet they held another quality that drew Arrio to him: a knowledge of sorrow. Arrio did not possess his papa-turo’s skill to be able to read the emotions of those about him, but Dainon’s pain had somehow reached out to him with subtle, gentle fingers that crept around Arrio’s heart.

“There is something about him,” Arrio admitted in a low voice. “Something more than the sum of his looks, his manner, his voice, his gait…. He stirs something in me.” My interest, my emotions, my desires….

And something else. Each time Arrio looked at Dainon, he was aware of a memory, almost lost, a fragment of a dream from long ago.

Did I dream of you?

Sorran gazed into his eyes. “This stirring you speak of… this should be a good thing, and yet I sense you are not at peace. What troubles you about this attraction?”

Arrio crossed the floor to the open window and stared out at the landscape beyond, seeking a balm to calm the conflict within him. He knew without turning that Sorran had followed him. Arrio placed his hands on the cool stone ledge and breathed deeply. “It does not matter that I find him attractive. He had a wife.”

There was a pause. “And this signifies what, exactly?”

Arrio faced Sorran. “That he likes women? He prefers them to men? He told me that relationships between men are frowned upon in Kandor.”

Sorran smiled. “That does not mean such relationships are nonexistent.”

That gave him pause as he recalled Dainon’s hesitation when Arrio had made such a suggestion. “That may be the case. But what if he is not attracted to men? What if I reveal how I feel and he—”

Sorran placed a hand on his back, the touch light. “And already you speak of feelings. I think you need to stop for a moment and assess how he makes you feel.”

“But that is what troubles me,” Arrio said with a groan. “Is it lust? Attraction? More? When I first saw him, then yes, I knew what it was to want someone, because by the Maker, I wanted him, as I have never wanted another.” He shivered at the memory, the reaction he had pushed aside so fast, lest Dainon recognize it for what it was—desire.

Sorran’s eyes gleamed. “And did Dainon know you wanted him?”

Arrio scrunched his brows together. “I fought hard not to let him see. How could he know that?”

“I am assuming there would be evidence,” Sorran said with a smirk. “Had you not been swimming? Surely he would have seen… something?” His lips twitched.

“The water was cold!” Arrio growled. The sight of Sorran clearly trying hard not to laugh was enough to ease his nerves. “This amuses you?” Arrio affected an outraged tone, although he knew it would not fool Sorran for an instant.
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