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Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Penthouse Level, "The Loft"

Sofftem 65, 4664 TSD (Tradestandard)

Luc braced one hand against the open door, body to body with his lover. "You look like you need one more kiss."

"No, kahmay t'hahr, lord of my heart." A purr rumbled in Izzorah's chest, and he tilted his head. The late afternoon sun streamed through the door, lighting his glorious green eyes. His pupils altered, widening like a cat's, until only a rim of emerald remained. He focused on Luc's mouth, then shifted his gaze back up. "I need a lot of kisses."

Cupping a hand beneath Izzorah's chin, Luc leaned in. Lips almost touched lips. "Is that all you need?"

"Do we..." Color bloomed in Izzorah's cheeks. "Is there time?"

"I should have left an hour ago, but with you, I want one kiss after the other." And instead of walking through the door, he captured Izzorah's mouth once more.

His lover arched against him, arms around Luc's neck. When the kiss ended, Izzorah drew back, sliding gentle claws through Luc's hair, then down his chest.

Luc's skin tingled from the erotic touch, the raging heat of his inner beast eager for release. He refused to allow his fiery nature the control it craved. As much as he desired another hour with Izzorah, duty called.

After another quick kiss, Luc stood up straight. "I'd better go before you drag me back inside and make me do more than kiss you."

Izzorah sputtered a laugh. "Oh, make you, did you say? I don't know anyone who can make Luc Saint-Cyr do anything he doesn't want to. I think you want that without me doing a thing."

"That's too right for words." Luc caressed Izzorah's face. "I love you, Rah. And your cute little cat ears."

"You're trying to distract me, calling me a cat. I'm not a..."

Luc stroked one of Izzorah's ears between fingers and thumb.

"...um... I'm... Ooh, yes, like that..." He rubbed against Luc's hand.

Continuing to play with Izzorah's ear, Luc smiled. "Is it working?"

Izzorah arched his back, pushing that ear into Luc's touch. "What?"

With a chuckle, Luc released him. "Distracting you."

"No. I'm not a cat. I'm Kin." Izzorah rubbed his head beneath Luc's chin.

"Rah." Luc pulled back. "You just marked me, didn't you?"

Izzorah looked up at him through dark lashes. "I am yours, lord of my heart, but I want other Kin to know you are mine."

Luc dragged his beloved into his arms.

Purring, Izzorah surrendered to his kiss.

Brow pressed against Izzorah's, Luc gathered what control he had left. "I'm supposed to leave, and you go and start purring. This is not helping me get out the door."

"Then don't go." Izzorah angled both ears down and to the side, looking up with an expression far from innocent. "Maybe it's you who needs more than one kiss."

"With you, I certainly do." Who could blame him for not wanting to leave? But to bring about their goal, he must.

"Rah, you want to walk out to the vehicle with me and say good-bye?"

Izzorah leaned out and peered toward the open door.

Outdoors, wind gusted, making the weather-shield on the doorway flutter with blue light. A spatter of raindrops slid down its length. Despite being inside where it was warm, his beloved shivered.

More likely, the thought of being atop the roof roused his fear of falling. Past the hoversine, a chest-high fence and force field protected the clumsy from a drop-off of over two hundred stories. Izzorah wouldn't die from a fall. He'd be dead from sheer fright before he'd passed one floor.

Not the time to bring that up. Instead, Luc asked, "Are you cold?" Without waiting for an answer, he opened his overcoat and wrapped it around them both.

Izzorah snuggled against him, head on Luc's shoulders, arms around his waist. "You're warm." He peeked up. "Did I tell you today that I love you? Because I do."

Chuckling, Luc kissed one of Izzorah's ear tips. "Yes, I believe you did. Multiple times. Please never stop. I love you too. Always, always and forever. More than life. More than breath."

Izzorah released his hold and looked up at him. "I know you have to go. I'll miss you, but I'll be here, waiting, when you get back."

Knowing that, hoping for that kept Luc sane in a mad world. Cupping his hands around Izzorah's face, Luc leaned in and kissed him. "Home soon."

He stepped through the weather-shield into a chilly autumn wind. At the hoversine, his android driver opened the rear door and bowed to him.

Luc turned back toward the penthouse, where Izzorah stood in the doorway.

His beloved raised a hand with fingers spread and claws out. On Rah's homeworld, it meant, "I will fight for you."

Luc made the sign back, clawless but heartfelt, and blew him a kiss. "Starport, James." He ducked into the hoversine.

The door shut. Moments later, the hover lifted and shot forward.

Off to face his king and dare to ask for an extension of time. Claim he hadn't begun training Izzorah, when he'd already exceeded the date and time limit the king had allowed.

Luc would swear Izzorah still didn't know Luc was immortal. That Izzorah didn't know he himself was a Changeling, an immortal being created in vitro within a mortal female and left to grow up unaware of his true heritage.

In reality, when Luc had told him, Izzorah had accepted the news with far more composure than expected. A Kin could smell emotion. His beloved Rah had suspected Luc was hiding something, but hadn't known what. Discovering his true nature had settled questions for Izzorah that nothing else could have answered. At last, the reasons for his being different made sense.

But then Izzorah suggested an ingenious way Luc could gain what he longed for most. To be a man of peace. To spend not even one more day at war. After twelve thousand years of fighting, to finally be free.

As the general for the immortal king's armies, Luc would never be permitted to simply walk away. The king known as Destroyer of Worlds did not part with people or things he loved. Luc and the king had been lovers over multiple lifetimes, until an act of barbarism on the king's part severed their relationship.

Oh, they were still king and general, but lovers? Never again.

If Izzorah, a new immortal, challenged their race's age-old fealty test and won a boon—a prize—Luc could gain not only his freedom, but everyone else's as well.

If he lost, Izzorah would be exiled.

Cast out to fend for himself.

Adrift, rudderless, alone, in a sea of mortals throughout the galaxy.

Izzorah must never suffer at mortal hands. Once mortals discovered what immortals were, they pilfered their blood to lengthen their own lives and heal their diseases. Humans had created artificial blood, but it had no healing power. Not like an Ultra's. Humans drained every drop of an Ultra's blood and left them to suffer rebirth in abject agony. Alone.

All to bring their own dead back to life.

No one would use his precious Izzorah as a blood cow.

Luc and his beloved planned a better way. A bolder way. When this was over, they would either claim their freedom or face their exile.

But they would do it together.
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Izzorah stood at the open door long after Luc's hoversine faded from sight.

A rumble of thunder threatened. The musty smell of rain in the city mixed with the flat odor of wet synthetics, though no wind penetrated the weather-shield.

He sank to the ground, clutching a hand over his heart.

His mother's words came back to him. "When you love someone, you do whatever it takes to keep them safe. No matter how terrified you are."

His father had added, "That's how you'll know when you're in love. When you feel safe with that person, and you want their safety more than your own. Always, Son, make sure they know they're loved in return."

His parents had a love match like he had with Luc. And yet five years ago they had arranged a marriage for Izzorah with a female who reeked of nothing but the pursuit of power. His kahlah would have given her a political advantage. That much had been obvious.

Every subtle change in thought and interest affected emotions. Each displayed its own essence to Izzorah's gift of kahlah.

Other Kin possessed nowhere near the level of Izzorah's ability. Humans had none whatsoever. Without Luc having awareness of the river of scent filling the world, how could he know how much he was loved? Even among his own people, Izzorah's kahlah surpassed others. Only one cousin ever understood.

On Izzorah's first visit to the home of his spouse-to-be, he hadn't been able to hide his blindness, and she'd beaten him for clumsiness. Dared him to tell anyone or she'd tell everyone she knew he was gay. On his homeworld, that was an instant death sentence. He'd keep silent and be nothing more than a pet she trotted out when it pleased her or she needed something. The lesser of all her mates, servant to everyone.

The night before the wedding, he'd gone out for a ride on his horse, picked up supplies he'd been stashing for weeks, and then he'd ridden into the wilderness and into his destiny of meeting Luc.

With a shudder, he put that behind him. He'd escaped from his homeworld and he'd met Luc. Through him, Izzorah's blindness and weak heart had found healing. He and Luc were together now and that was all that mattered.

Once this was over and Izzorah had done his part, he and Luc would both be free. Really, truly free, able to go forward and never look back.

If they could maneuver the king into letting them.

​
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Tarthian Empire, orbiting Tarth

C-1, Luc Saint-Cyr's private vessel

The thought of boarding his immortal king's ship churned Luc's stomach. He'd spent years creating a portal that would let him transport directly from his own home to Pietas's vessel.

But would Pietas portal to him? No.

Let Luc portal directly there? No.

Instead, he had to spend an hour traveling, with plenty of time to think about possible consequences.

Exactly what he wanted to avoid.

Once he boarded, he'd have no right to depart without his king's permission.

If Pietas discovered that Luc intended to leave and no longer serve, he could wall Luc into a permanent prison cell. Or perma-kill him. Final, eternal death no immortal could come back from.

Luc and Izzorah could not simply walk away. More than their fates were at stake. Luc had an adopted mortal son who was married and who had a half-brother whose spouse was expecting twins. There were five other young men whom Luc had reared like they were his own.

The years he'd spent training them, honing their skills in the Thieves' Guild as well as overseeing their day-to-day lives... He would abandon no mortals to face the wrath of a king known as the Destroyer of Worlds.

No, when he left, it had to be a clean break.

To protect his family and the man he loved, Luc would face any obstacle his ex-lover, comrade in arms, shield brother, oldest friend, and king threw in his path.

Before entering the bridge of his own ship, Luc checked his eyes in a reflective surface near the door. Solid-black lenses—shields of a sort—covered the entirety of his eyes.

The shields hid what he was from mortals and protected him from accidentally setting fire to anything. He hadn't done that in over twelve thousand years, but when facing Pietas, why tempt fate?

He entered the bridge. "Morning, James. Everything on schedule?"

"Morning, sir." James, his android security chief, stood. "All is secure. We're on schedule. Will you be wanting the bridge?"

"Not this time." Luc took a passenger seat. Though a qualified pilot, on this trip, he planned to avoid the distraction. "How close are we?"

James reseated himself in the captain's chair. "Less than a minute from the outer edge of Le Persequor's cloak. They'll be on screen any second."

A ship the size of Le Persequor decloaking tended to insinuate threats of war. For that reason, the immortal king, whose kingdom this was not, remained out of sight, his ship hidden within a cloak of stealth.

That was always how it was with Pietas. Everything hidden. Unseen agendas. Master of Misdirection, that was him. How could Luc expect his beloved Izzorah to face this man and win? To make matters worse, Pietas would summon his dragon to the upcoming fealty test. The giant beast could hold a child in one paw and never hurt it, or use his claws to rip down the center of the finest armor.

Izzorah having to face the king in a test of fealty was bad enough. Facing Pietas knowing the king could and would summon a dragon? Terrifying.

Pietas might put Izzorah to the test, but Luc vowed to protect him. Not only from the king and his dragon allies, but anyone else. Luc had mighty allies as well, but he could ask no one to go against Pietas.

None of his friends were that foolish. He would be on his own.

Only one immortal had left service to the king and lived to talk about it.

When Luc finished today there'd be a chance for two more to walk free. Barring that, there'd be one perma-dead. Not Izzorah.

"Sir?" James tapped a control on the pilot's chair. "We've been asked to hold. Some kind of glitch with their cloaking system. They anticipate no more than twenty minutes."

Probably Pietas trying to make him sweat.

Within seconds, the gargantuan vessel shimmered into view on several screens.

"That was a quick twenty minutes."

"Apparently the glitch is fixed." James touched his ear. "We're free to board."

But not free to do anything else. "Take us in."

Minutes later, Luc debarked into the massive hangar bay. Le Persequor intimidated not only in size, but also by its rigid security measures. Number one being Uurah, the watchful chief android and Pietas's personal bodyguard.

"Welcome aboard, Cyken." Like Pietas, Uurah always referred to Luc by his immortal name rather than whatever moniker he used during a lifetime. "Are you well? Your temperature exceeds normal parameters."

"Does it?" Under duress, a Fire Eyes issued intense heat. He tamped down the inner flame threatening to combust. "Excited. Can't wait to get started. Lead the way."

The pale blue corridors on the main level revealed few hatches or doorways. The sterile lines of the ship were as beautiful but unyielding as its owner.

Le Persequor, the Persecuted or the Persecutor. How fitting either name was for a king in exile.

How it must chafe, knowing this kingdom belonged to his twin sister, who had banned Pietas from her empire and would not hesitate to fire on him. He'd never been emperor here. Only a scientist whose genetic experiments "unsettled" her populace.

Truth be told, they unsettled Luc, too, but he'd gained Izzorah because of it.

When Luc arrived at the double doors of the king's stateroom, he quieted his inner self. Game face. No emotion. No racing hearts. No out-of-control heat.

He expected Uurah to enter ahead of him, but the android moved aside. "My lord is expecting you." Uurah pressed a panel, and the doors opened.

Luc stepped inside, but the spacious white room appeared empty. Great. What game was Pietas playing?

Two more steps and the king came into view, face down on the floor before a couch.

"Pietas!" Luc knelt beside him.

The man pushed himself up, mouth a straight line. Left arm across his waist, Pietas braced his right arm against his side. Long white hair fell over his face, and he tossed his head, but the hair fell back into his eyes.

"What happened, my lord? Are you hurt?"

"It's nothing," Pietas said, his voice tight. He continued to hold his arm, rocking slightly.

How could the man claim he never lied, yet spout nonsense like that?

Pietas never asked for help, but instead manipulated others into doing it. With his gift of Compulsion, Pietas would wish a task done, and others complied. Caring for his hair, however, was one thing he truly could not do himself. Because of an ancient injury, he could not lift his arms far enough to reach the top of his head. Not without pain.

An injury Luc had indirectly caused.

When he and Pietas had been a couple, long before they were king and knight, it had been part of their nightly ritual for Luc to brush the man's hair for him. Sometimes Luc missed those simpler times, until he recalled the atrocity that had severed their relationship.

"Are you sure you're—"

"Don't fuss over me, Cyken. I'm perfect."

"You always say that, and you never are." Luc offered his hands. "Stop pretending you can get up on your own and let me help you."

Pietas hesitated, his arrogant pride visible, but he accepted the offer and stood. He flipped back his hair.

Almost out of sight beneath the couch lay an elastic hair tie. The entire scene made more sense now. Pietas had pulled his hair out of the tie and dropped the elastic, but with his bad shoulders, couldn't reach it. What a contradiction this man was. Wouldn't do anything for himself if others were around, but leave one thing out of place and he was the first to straighten it.

From the embarrassed look on his king's face, that was exactly what had happened.

"Let me get that for you." Luc went down on one knee. The moment he did, he regretted it. How easily he'd fallen back into the role of helper and assistant. Lackey. Enabler. Hiding a grimace, he stood and offered the hair tie on an open palm.

Pietas lifted his chin, the area around his mouth pale. He'd always been lousy at hiding pain from Luc. "Thanks." He slid the tie onto one wrist.

After bowing, Luc tapped a fist over his heart in a Sempervian salute. "I serve."

Pietas returned it, but lowered his arm to its tight position.

"My lord, are you in pain?"

"Cyken, I told you." He tossed his head, but as usual, his hair ended up back in his eyes. "I'm perfect." The tight lines around his mouth belied those words.

"A, you are not perfect and B, you never have been. You only say that because your father berated you for every error." He resisted the compulsion to brush back Pietas's hair by sliding his hands into his pockets. Oh, he would touch the man, but on his own terms and for his own reasons. "It's been a billion years. When are you going to let that go?"

"I do not need reminders of my father's failings." Pietas tossed his head again, sending his long, silver-white hair over one shoulder. "And I will give it up when a certain netherworld freezes over." Indeed, with Pietas's short-fused temper, one wrong word and frost would fill the room.

"The king of ice would be the one to do that."

Pietas stiffened. "Are you telling me to go there?"

"You know better. Besides, such a place doesn't exist. Not for immortals."

With a huff, Pietas turned aside. "So you say."

"So you teach." With a sweeping motion, Luc indicated the couch. "Look, you're in pain. We can do this later."

"No. Since when has pain stopped me? But thanks." Though Pietas stood straighter, a haunted look filled his eyes. He required rest but wouldn't admit it. That would be weak, and he wouldn't let anyone see weakness, which in reality, was his greatest weakness. "Let's do this, shall we?"

Fine. Luc would play along. "It's good of you to see me."

"I know why you've come." As soon as Pietas spoke, a look of irritation crossed his face. How many times had Luc seen that expression? Too many to count.

His king had given away an advantage. Rookie mistake, which meant Pietas was reacting, not thinking, in pain, and emotional. What a deadly combination for a king. How it must nettle, realizing he'd lost an advantage.

Which played straight into Luc's plans. "No offense, Pietas, but you haven't known what I've wanted for hundreds of years."

Pietas lifted his dimpled chin with that superior look Luc had once found so enticing. "I know why you're here today."

On the contrary, this man had no idea whatsoever.

​
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At his king's invitation, Luc seated himself at the end of the longest couch and turned toward the center, keeping his distance. Not that it would do any good. Pietas always barged past personal boundaries.

The barren, white room had nothing of life about it except three statues. One being himself dressed as a barbarian, carrying a shield with the dragon-and-panther symbol representing his king.

"You know, Pietas, I've always thought this room would be more intimate with plants."

Mouth bitten shut and hands clenched, Pietas sat.

Now what had he said? Were plants a sore point for some reason? Perhaps he should soften his approach. He needed to remember why he was here. Physical distance might be desirable, but for this to work, he had to get close.

With a hesitant motion, Luc leaned over and pressed the back of his fingers against Pietas's cheek in a hand-kiss. A light touch only. This must go one way.

Pietas leaned into the touch and returned it. "I've missed you."

No way Luc was chasing that rabbit. "You haven't cut your hair." Pietas only cut it in preparation for battle. Picking up a strand, Luc rubbed it between fingers and thumb. "I'm glad you kept your hair long. Such pure platinum." Luc let go and sat back. "I like it down. Always have."

"I'll cut it for the ritual when I judge your Changeling."

Typical. Redirect a compliment and morph it into a threat.

"You talk first." Luc tipped one hand toward Pietas. "Since you know what I'll say."

One leg tucked under himself, Pietas faced him. "You want me to exempt Izzorah from the fealty test." Only spontaneous resurrection proved immortality. The courage to die proved loyalty and granted a place at Pietas's side.

"My lord, you never let anyone skip. Everyone knows that."

"And I won't start now."

"Pietas." Holding the king's gaze, Luc reached over and clasped his hand, immobilizing him.

Pietas wore the Dragon Ring that Luc had given him centuries ago. What luck. It meant the ring still had value to him. That Luc had value.

When Luc increased pressure, Pietas shifted on the couch. Whether the man withdrew from Luc's touch or allowed it, it put Pietas in the more submissive posture. Acknowledging the position of their hands with a glance, the king narrowed his eyes. A suspicious squint preceded one of annoyance.

Leaning in, Luc held Pietas there a bit longer. He gave a gentle squeeze. "Truth is everything to you. I know that."

Luc lifted Pietas's hand and kissed the signet. The physical closeness ought to reveal the scent he'd worn. Pietas had created it expressly for him. Luc hadn't put it on until he'd left Izzorah. Lingering, Luc let his lips brush skin. Enough of a touch for his gift of Charm to draw Pietas in, but not enough to enthrall.

For Luc to protect Izzorah, Pietas must be pliant, not entranced.

"My king, I'm flattered you still wear this ring."

Pietas looked at him, eyes dilated. "Favorite."

A few word cues and he ought to agree with anything Luc asked.

"I'm glad it holds good memories." Luc released him. "Honored the gift still pleases you."

"Of course it pleases me. Giving a gift is how you show love."

"You give service." Luc sat back. "You once said, 'Anyone can quarry stone. Anyone can carve it. The gift of service turns stone into a home. Service is love made tangible.' I love the wisdom in those words. You always seek to do what's right."

Pietas inclined his head, the intensity of his gaze easing toward affection.

"My lord, you've served our people for millennia, expecting nothing in return but loyalty."

Tapping a fist over his heart, Pietas gave a small smile.

"I didn't come here to ask you to favor Izzorah. He must prove himself equal among us." Izzorah was immortal. He would come back from death, but in fealty tests, Luc organized and carried out the hunt. Once the immortal was caught, Luc held the captive fast. In no universe would that happen with Izzorah. "Protecting him from death was never my intent."

Pietas relaxed. "I'm glad to hear that."

"You're within your rights to know if Izzorah is loyal. He must be given the opportunity to decide for himself where his loyalty lies, once he knows what he is."

"Wait. He still doesn't know? It's been... what, over thirty days? What possible reason could you have for not telling him?"

Luc hesitated. He must play this carefully. "Waiting for the right moment."

Palms pressed together; Pietas tapped steepled fingers against his mouth. The shrewd mind behind those intense eyes came into play. No doubt calculating what Luc's words implied. "The right...moment."

"I haven't been able to find one. Not yet."

A look of satisfaction crept over his king's fine features. Thought he had the answer, did he? Good. Exactly where Luc wanted him to go.

"Surely," Pietas said, "Izzorah's noticed he's different. I'm told his heart has healed from the attack he suffered as a mortal. His sight is restored. He should have the energy and strength of three mortals. His psychic gifts should have come in now that his immortal blood has been activated. You aren't hiding those from him, are you? I don't see how you could."

"I'm hiding nothing. I haven't seen him do anything different. I'm not sure what his gifts are. Perhaps Joss can use her gift of Clarity to help him understand his powers. Might even see his future, like she did yours."

"Possible. Likely. But even so. Your lover can't be expected to face a fealty test without knowing what he is. You must tell him."

"I disagree."

Pietas blinked. "You what? You disagree," He gestured toward Luc, and then patted his own chest, "with me?"

"Yes. I know it's hard to take in, but you're not infallible. And in this case, you're dead wrong."

"I am never wrong about such things. This subject isn't open to debate, but go on. I'm curious what error you think I've made."

"Your sister didn't tell her Changeling. Alitus found out on his own after he revived. The way I heard it, you'd gone to his bedside, planning to bury him."

"Imagine my shock when Alitus opened his eyes and looked up at me. I only created six Better Changelings. When they were stolen from me, I wondered if I'd ever see one again."

"But when you realized he was immortal, you didn't tell him about his gifts."

Pietas flipped a hand. "It was my sister's place to do that."

"Instead, Alitus had to learn on his own. He's still struggling, from what I hear."

"Cyken. Do you want Izzorah to fumble around in the dark like Alitus, trying to figure out what's 'wrong' with him?"

"It worked for your sister."

Pietas pulled at the tie he'd slid onto his wrist. "Alitus didn't undergo a fealty test because he'd long since proven his loyalty."

"Then who killed him to prove he was immortal?"

"You know very well none of us killed him. A human poisoned him, and Alitus died and resurrected for the first time aboard my ship. I was there, just as I—" Pietas looked away, his face ashen.

"You were saying, my lord? I believe your next words would be 'Just as I was with Izzorah.' Were they not?"

Pietas had witnessed the rebirth. Luc and their healer, Nanchonta, had been there. Izzorah had proven his immortality before Pietas and two witnesses.

No fealty death required.

Checkmate.

Pietas launched himself to his feet. "You baited me into saying what you wanted. I will not tolerate this. That Changeling has plotted against me."

"Oh, please." Luc brushed off his jacket with a dismissive flick of one hand. "No one did anything of the sort. Izzorah didn't plot anything. I did. Calm down."

"Calm down? Calm down? You admit you plotted against me? You tricked me. You used your powers on me. You Charmed me." Pietas rapped knuckles over his heart. "Me."

How good it felt to see Pietas on the defensive for once in his life. "That's right. I did."

His king's mouth dropped open. "How could you do that? You never use your powers, but then you use them against me? You coerced me into giving you the answer you wanted. You betrayed me!"

In battle, the patience of his king was legendary. In this moment? Zero. Luc had pushed him into reacting without thought. The room had taken on a distinct chill.

Luc took his time standing, feigning boredom with the entire conversation. "I aligned with Izzorah because you, his rightful king, would not. When he passes this test, and he will, he'll be one of your people. If anyone is guilty of betrayal, it's not me." He folded his arms and leaned in, as if talking to a child. "It's you."

Ice crackled throughout the room.

How easy it was to read Pietas in this moment. Anger. Frustration. Shame. Losing more control with every mistake.

"I see you're up to your old tricks." Luc blew out a breath. In the fog it generated, he outlined a circle. "Planning to freeze me solid again?" he asked, pushing Pietas a little harder toward the edge. "Or only enough to sting this time?"

Trembling, Pietas clenched his teeth. "I demand an apology."

"Ah, now, there's the Pietas I remember." Luc brushed at frost forming on a sleeve. "No."

Pietas reeled back. "What did you say to me?"

"I said, 'no,'" Luc repeated. "Get used to hearing it."

His king's mouth dropped open. "Izzorah has truly turned you against me."

"No. He hasn't. You want to kill Izzorah because you blame him for me leaving you. Get this through your head." Luc took one step forward.

Pietas retreated a step.

"I didn't leave you because of Izzorah." How good it felt, seeing Pietas in retreat, manipulating him into a corner. "I left you because of you."

His king looked so wounded Luc almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

"So, no, I won't apologize for protecting the man I love. When you and I were together, I would never have apologized for protecting you. I'd have fought to the death for you." He paused. "I have fought to the death for you. More than once. Don't think I wouldn't do the same for Izzorah."

The man turned his back.

"It's rare for me to use my gifts, and when I do use them it's necessary. To protect Izzorah, it was necessary."

"Oh, was it? Do I warrant so little respect?" His king turned his head. "Did you expect me to lie?"

"I trusted you to state whatever facts you decided were the truth."

You'd have thought Luc had punched him, judging by the look of malice in Pietas's eyes. "How dare you? I always tell the truth."

"Do you, though?"

"What!" Pietas narrowed his eyes. "I've told three lies in my entire life, all twelve thousand five hundred plus years of it. How many have you told?" He added, "This week?"

Luc smiled. "More than the full truths you've told, I imagine."

A crack sounded throughout the room as solid surfaces iced over.

Frost formed on Luc's lashes and thickened the film over his eyes. He rubbed them, brushing away the melting ice crystals. How many times had he done this? How many times had he thawed his entire body after a fight? Unlike himself, Izzorah had no raging beast at his core that would melt the king's ice.

"Pietas, you layer in only as much truth as you want people to hear, without telling a bald-faced lie. That doesn't mean whatever story you spin is the whole truth. And only the whole truth would protect Izzorah."

"How dare you come in here and—"

"Please." He lifted both hands. "I didn't come here to pick a fight." Oh, yes, he had, and it was going exactly as he'd hoped.

"A little late for that."

"All I wanted was for you to acknowledge the truth. You have to know that."

"Do I?" Pietas laid a hand over his heart. "No, here's what I know. You think me unworthy. You suckered me into thinking you cared about me. You touched me when you knew I longed for you. You used my love for you to protect the one who stole you from me. You—" He turned away. "You violated every trust I ever put in you. That's what I know."

As much as he loved Izzorah, it still hurt to see Pietas in pain. What could he say without caving? Why was it always about Pietas?

Perhaps he'd pushed him too far. Luc came up close behind him and set one hand on Pietas's shoulder.

"No." The man turned, backed away. "Do not touch me. Don't you ever touch me again."

"My king." Luc performed a Sempervian salute in respect. "I have served you for too many centuries for you to doubt my loyalty. All I wanted was for you to admit Izzorah is immortal. One of us. You told me you created him with your own hands. I came here because I needed you to admit there's no reason to kill him. I want you to tell the whole truth about that."

The expression of absolute fury in his king's face warned of dire circumstances to come. One could almost see him plotting. Good.

Luc hadn't served at his king's side for millennia without knowing what he'd do and when he'd do it.

Let him lose control. All the more reason to leave.

Arms crossed, head down, Pietas looked away.

Luc released heat that countered the ice. He'd sworn thousands of years before never to burn again, but that didn't stop his inner flame from getting the best of him. His king icing up in pain always melted Luc's resolve.

He and Pietas truly were Fire and Ice. Shadow and Light.

Pietas lifted his head, his composure back. "For you, I will not require Izzorah to die, but he must pass phase two of the test."

"Only if you make phase two of his test no different from tests of other immortals."

"First, you accuse me of all but lying, and now you demand conditions?"

"I want you to make his test the same as others."

"Agreed."

Pietas had given in far too easily.

Luc must have missed a detail. No good worrying over it, and he'd be vigilant during the entire event anyway. "Thank you, my lord." He tapped a fist over his heart.

"Cyken, give me a fealty test."

Surely, he'd misheard. "A what? Say that again."

"A fealty test. For me to prove loyalty to you."

Luc stood there for almost a minute. Another stroke of luck. He motioned toward the couch. "Can we...?"

Pietas sat.

He seated himself, elbows on his knees. "What's this about?"

"It's about trust. You don't love me. Not like you once did. But I swear to you, Cyken, I have never stopped loving you."

And what did the man expect him to do about that? Come back? Not in a million lifetimes. "My lord, I—"

"Let me finish?"

Could they not get this over with so he could leave? He nodded.

"You want to spend your eternity with Izzorah. I want to spend mine with you. Oh, don't worry," Pietas said, with far too much self-satisfaction. "I'm not going to make the test hard on Izzorah because you love him more than me."

Ah, so that was it? Word games? He would make the test hard because he hated Izzorah.

"I promise," his king added. "I won't come between you."

That was true. Luc would put half the galaxy between them if he tried. "Thank you." He sat up straighter. "Why a test for you?"

"I want to prove my loyalty to you the way other immortals perform a test to prove theirs to me. I never want you to leave my service, Cyken." Pietas stopped. "No, that's not the whole truth. I never want you to leave my life."

Luc faced him. "And you think some test will keep me from doing that."

"Ask me to do anything for you. Make it as difficult as you want. Nothing having to do with Izzorah passing his test, mind you. Give me a task that will let me prove my loyalty. Show you no one is better at keeping his word. Let me prove, once and for all, that you can trust me."

Pietas would not be easy to appease. "You think I don't trust you?"

"I believe you trust me to do what you think I'll do. I want to prove that you can trust my word."

Luc rubbed his jaw. "Anything, you say?"

"Yes. Anything." Pietas leaned forward, all too eager. "Don't make it easy. You want the truth? Let me show you the truth."

The truth? Whatever Pietas's twisted version might be, it would be nowhere near the reality Luc planned.

​​
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5 - Gathering the Pieces
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Tarth City, Naej District

Kin Kids Healthcare

Sofftem 80 (fifteen days later)

"Wow. Instant headache." Izzorah lurched back outside the unfinished building, rubbing his stinging eyes. "That smells awful." The reek of paints, varnishes, cleaners, and other human-made compounds almost made him retch. In the bright sunshine, he sneezed twice.

His cousin, Chynk Ceeow, propped open the door. "Told you, keet-sah."

"Don't call me that. Use cousin. I don't speak Felis unless it's to translate."

Chynk rolled his eyes. "Oh, please. Like I haven't heard you yahshah Saint-Cyr."

"He asked you to call him Luc, remember? And I do not sweet talk him in Felis. I speak Etymis at home."

"Then why do you call him t'hahr?"

Izzorah opened his mouth to argue, but then closed it. "Okay, so I sweet talk around him but it's only a little bit and it's love-names. That doesn't mean I want you calling me keet-sah, keet-sah."

Bringing both ears forward, Chynk crossed his arms. "Did I hear you call me something in Felis, cousin?"

Izzorah groaned in frustration. "You know what I mean."

"What I know is, you just proved how hard it is to separate your cradle language from your new language. I'm calling you keet-sah." Chynk leaned forward and glared at him. "Deal with it."

Izzorah crossed his arms and glared back. Two seconds later, he and Chynk broke into laughter and hugged each other.

His taller cousin walked him back to the entrance of the clinic. "The construction people say the smells will be gone in a day or two, but I think it's going to take more time. I'll get us each a filter mask. Wait here."

"It's fine. I'll go with you."

"No." Chynk stabbed a finger at the ground. "Stay put." He held up a small breather, a mask that fit only over the mouth and nose. "I have this. You don't." With a glare at Izzorah and another meaningful stab at the floor, Chynk held the mask over his nose as he went back inside.

After taking a gulp of fresh air, Izzorah re-entered. The ceiling in the new clinic was almost as high as the central hearth in a Kin's home. Not as high as Luc's ceilings, but still way up there. The open rafters looked natural. No paint on the wood. Wide windows with arches at the tops let in plenty of light, just like back home. The walls were such a light green they looked white at first. A curving, kanya wood counter wrapped one side of the room. You could see into the office behind it, and past that, into the open doors of treatment rooms.

"What are you doing in here?" Chynk kitsed, still out of sight. The Kin's subsonic language, a step down from telepathy and a step up from speech allowed private communication around humans.

On their homeworld, females used it in hunting seasons, but males were discouraged from it. His father said he sometimes did with other dads at family gatherings. Izzorah's cousins had used it back when he couldn't see. Through kits, they had been his eyes.

"Where are you?" Izzorah kitsed back. "How did you know I'd come in?"

"I'm downstairs, and I know because you're a skik who can't follow directions."

"Well, I was curious." Izzorah kitsed back. "So claw me." Light-headed and with his eyes burning, he darted back outside to breathe.

Kin Kids Healthcare looked like a place for rich kids, not poor ones. Kin parents wouldn't trust humans to give them something like this without wanting something in return. Poor families would think they couldn't afford it. Kin would want to give back.

Luc had said the clinic would take anything in trade Kin families offered.

Maybe this place would work.

"I told you to wait." Chynk handed Izzorah a clear mask with straps. "Put this on. Like this." He demonstrated lifting it over his head and tightening the straps. "There. See?" He adjusted the goggles. "I can't smell anything, but don't I look like a monster?" Chynk stuck out all his claws and laid back his ears. "Rawr!"

Mask on, Izzorah mimicked his stance. "Rawr!"

They both laughed. Two minutes with his cousin and he was a child again, playing in the barn and climbing trees. Back when heights didn't turn him into a craven one-fang afraid to look down at his feet.

"This mask works." Izzorah adjusted the fit around his face. "But my voice sounds weird and I can't smell a thing."

"Come see the building." Chynk beckoned for him to follow. "You know we can put this off? It's your wedding day. This isn't what you should be doing."

Izzorah stepped into the chill of the under-construction outer building. "It's not a Kin wedding. Luc says we'll have a big one in public later. This one makes us legal and makes me a citizen. He helped you get your citizenship, and I'll have mine once we're married."

"Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Seeing the clinic won't take that long." Izzorah wandered deeper into the building. "I'm going to play in a benefit for it in a few weeks, so it's cool to find out how much has been done." He stopped and turned toward Chynk. "You know what? We need to make sure all the groups playing the benefit tour this place. Let them see how much good they're doing."

"Great idea! It might even help raise more money."

Chynk propped open a door to the hall, and Izzorah followed him down it. After opening a treatment room door, Chynk stepped back.

Izzorah stuck his head inside. It looked like a mini version of a hospital. Exam table, equipment on the wall, bright lights overhead. "This is so cool."

"There are six more like it. All for families with no access to healthcare." Chynk shut the door. "Check out this room downstairs."

At the bottom of the stairs, Chynk opened another door, and a light came on overhead. Shelves lined both sides.

"What's this used for?"

"We call it the Well. It's like a root cellar back home. It's underground, so it's cool and medicine stored here will last longer. That metal door in the back is a refrigerated section. Some meds spoil fast. We got a grant from a pharmaceutical company to install this and a big donation of meds. Patients won't have to pay."

"Wow, that is so cool! This place has everything."

"Nanchonta says it's fully equipped, and he should know."

The doctor was one of the immortals, and he'd healed Izzorah's heart and eyes. Not that Izzorah could tell his cousin that.

They returned to the first floor, and entered a room with smaller windows.

"Nice office."

"Yeah, Chon says doctors can use this to interview volunteers and keep patient information." Chynk shut the door. "Look, Izzy. Are you sure you want to marry this guy?"

Izzorah tilted back his head and sighed. Not this again. He turned toward his cousin. "I told you. I love Luc and he loves me. We're getting married and that's the end of it."
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